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        “We shall require a substantially new manner of thinking if mankind is to survive.”

        ~Albert Einstein

         

         

         

         

        “Rage, rage against the dying of the light.”

        from Do Not Go Gentle into that Good Night

        ~Dylan Thomas
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      June 6, 20~~

      Alpine, Texas

      

      The first anomaly occurred on Tuesday morning at fourteen minutes after ten. Keme Lopez noted the time, confirmed that his back-up system had taken a screenshot of all open windows, and replayed the video that had appeared on Twitter. There wasn’t much to it—a mere fourteen seconds from start to finish. Already it was at the top of his Twitter feed.

      He sat back, trying to understand what he’d seen. Trying to come up with a better explanation than the Twitter universe had. Slowly, cautiously—as if playing the video might cause some danger to befall him and his family—he again clicked play.

      A woman with short blonde hair sobbed as she recorded live. He could see the Recording Live button at the bottom of the screen. The video definitely represented something that had happened in real time. From the looks of the people in the background, what he was seeing had actually occurred.

      As tears streamed down her face and in words that were nearly incoherent, she told her husband that she loved him.

      Keme paused the video.

      He zoomed in on passengers in the background. Some huddled together, heads bowed, praying. A mother in the next row rocked her child back and forth. Many passengers had their hands over their faces, and about a third sat in the classic “prepare for crash” position. Several men stood, though the nose-down angle of the plane obviously made that difficult. They seemed to be looking out the window.

      When Keme zoomed in more, he was able to see clear blue skies. So this plane crash—if that’s what it was—was not weather-related.

      Mechanical failure? But there was no smoke that he could see. No holes in the plane. It seemed to be simply falling from the sky.

      A soft rap on his open door jerked him back to the present—a June morning in Alpine, Texas.

      “I’m headed outside to work in the garden,” Lucy said.

      Keme’s wife was a professor of literature at Sul Ross University. She was five foot, four inches with a curvy figure and brown hair—the tips dyed with turquoise streaks. Keme had married up, and he realized that anew every single day.

      “What would make a plane fall from the sky?”

      “Excuse me?”

      “Mechanical failure, a bomb exploding, maybe a pilot who had a heart attack…”

      “Not the last one.” She moved into the room and stared at his screen, then reached past him and clicked Play. She watched the video in silence, then played it again. Finally, she stepped back, leaning against the doorframe and staring up at the ceiling.

      He waited.

      Finally her brown eyes met his.

      “That’s awful. Is it real?”

      “Seems to be. Why did you say ‘not the last one?’”

      “Because that’s what a co-pilot rides along for, and I think…I think a plane switches to automatic pilot if something unusual happens.”

      “Probably so.”

      “When was that video recorded?”

      Keme glanced at the time on his computer. “Almost fifteen minutes ago.”

      “Anything on the news sites?”

      He clicked to a different tab and unmuted the window.

      “The video was apparently taken aboard a direct flight from London to Austin just a few minutes ago. According to the FAA⁠—”

      The screen abruptly went to a plain blue background with Please Stand By displayed in a large font. Beneath it was a banner which read We are experiencing technical problems at this time.

      “What happened?”

      “I don’t know.” He again noted the time—10:30. “They’ve just stopped streaming.”

      He clicked over to two other news stations, but they both displayed the same blue screen with the same disclaimer.

      “Is the internet down?”

      “Doesn’t seem to be.” He clicked back to Twitter.

       

      Top story—#Planecrash

      Second story--#newsoutage

       

      “An EMP?” Lucy crossed her arms, frowning at the screen.

      “The internet is still up. I guess it could be a localized EMP, but the odds that it would affect all news outlets seems…impossible.”

      Lucy squeezed his shoulder, then kissed his cheek. “Let me know if anything else bizarre happens.”

      “Where are you going?”

      “To weed the garden.”

      Which was exactly like Lucy. She was somewhat unflappable. A nuclear bomb could be headed their way, and she’d say, “I certainly can’t stop a nuke. Might as well weed the garden.” She was very big on ignoring things out of her scope of influence. Maybe not ignoring, but she certainly didn’t spend hours worrying over it. He envied her that, even as he watched her walk away.

      His eyes scanned the shelves in his office which held a wide variety of items that he thought of as simply—my history. There were water sticks, deer antlers, arrow heads, and rocks. The collection represented his Native American heritage. His mother was one quarter Kiowa. His father was Hispanic, and it was from his father that he’d inherited his handiness. For his Pop that meant farm equipment. For Keme, it meant computers.

      A long workspace counter stretched along two walls of his office, and it was filled with computers. At the age of forty-two, he managed to make a pretty good living fixing people’s computers. Alpine was only six thousand folks. Given their remote location in the southwest corner of Texas, computers were how they remained connected to the rest of the world.

      He turned his attention back to his monitor.

      For the next twenty minutes he browsed the world wide web, but there was no consensus as to what had happened. Definitely no official statement.

      Then he clicked back to Twitter and saw that the plane crash had been bumped down to the number two spot. In its place was the hashtag #stockmarketcollapse.

      Keme no longer invested his money in the stock market, but he did stay apprised of the general situation. There’d been a lot of “collapses” in the last few years. It usually meant the market dropped ten percent then rebounded twelve to fifteen percent the next day. He was pretty sure the market was manipulated so that the ups and downs made the rich richer and kept everyone not in that group out.

      Just another of your conspiracy theories, Lucy was fond of saying.

      He clicked on #stockmarketcollapse and scanned through the posts.

      As he watched, the ticker went from a seventy-five percent loss to an eighty percent loss.

      The DOW had dropped eighty percent? That wasn’t possible. Circuit breaker rules had been put in place in 1988 to protect companies against panic selling. He tried clicking over to another site, but now his machine seemed frozen. None of the sites would refresh. He leaned back in his chair to check his modem. Red lights blinked back at him.

      It wasn’t unusual for the internet to go down in Alpine. They were, after all, in a rural part of Texas. Keme picked up his cellphone and stared at the icon in the upper right. No internet signal at all. Furthermore, when he tried to place a call, it wouldn’t connect.

      So the internet was down, as well as the cell towers?

      Pocketing the device, he grabbed his hat and stepped outside.

      Lucy was squatting in front of the tomato plants. Sitting back on her heels, she asked, “Any answers?”

      “Nope.”

      “More questions?”

      “Yup. Internet is out completely and so are the phones.”

      “Huh.”

      Keme glanced north toward Alpine. “The stock market crashed just before the internet went down.”

      “By how much?”

      “Eighty percent.”

      Lucy wiped away sweat from her brow. “I didn’t think that was possible.”

      “It shouldn’t be.”

      She stood and brushed at the dirt on the back of her jeans. Walking over to him, she cocked her head and studied him. “You’re worried.”

      He shrugged, then admitted, “Yeah.”

      “Akule is fine, honey. She’s right there…” Lucy jerked a thumb toward Alpine. “We can go check on her if you like.”

      Their daughter had recently moved back to Alpine, but their son, Paco, lived with his wife and children in the Dallas area. If something big was happening, Keme would like to have his family close.

      “Have you called Tanda?”

      He smiled, kissed her forehead, and pulled her into his arms. “Phones are out. Remember?”

      “Oh, yeah.” She snuggled against him. “Sounds like you won’t be fixing anyone’s computer this morning. How about you and I go inside and⁠—”

      At that moment there was an explosion that caused the ground to tremble.

      “What—”

      “Look.”

      A cloud of smoke was rising on the horizon. Something had exploded. The scream of emergency vehicles immediately followed. Whatever was happening, it was happening in the middle of Alpine.
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      They both jogged back inside. Keme grabbed his wallet and keys. Lucy snatched up her purse and her phone, then dropped the phone inside her bag with a shake of her head.

      “Let’s go,” he said.

      Though they lived only a few miles outside of town, a traffic jam had formed on TX-118 slowing their progress. Keme finally turned off and drove along a back road, wound his way toward the downtown area, and stopped a few blocks shy of the main business area.

      “Should we head to the police station?” Lucy’s eyes were wide, but she wasn’t panicking. Her voice was steady. She was analyzing instead of just reacting.

      Keme suspected she was trying to put together what was happening in front of their eyes with what he’d shown her on the computer. But how could those things possibly be connected?

      “You go to Akule’s,” he said. “I’ll go to the police station.”

      “Meet back here?”

      “No. Do you have any cash?”

      She pulled out her billfold and thumbed through it. “About sixty dollars.”

      “Okay.” He gave her five more twenty-dollar bills from his wallet. He gave her everything he had. “We still have the emergency money at home, right?”

      “Yeah. Five hundred.”

      “Good. Then let’s meet at the Grocery Mart. If you get there before me, load up with canned goods. Nothing perishable.”

      “You want me to spend a hundred and sixty dollars on canned food?”

      “Yeah.” He kissed her forehead. “Shop like it’s your last time, because something tells me it may be.”

      He jogged toward the police station, but even as he walked through the door, he knew he wouldn’t find his sister. No way the chief of police would be sitting at her desk while something burned in downtown Alpine.

      “She’s not here,” Edna said.

      Edna was the receptionist, but Keme knew from what Tanda often said that she was a whole lot more. In her mid-fifties, Edna kept the police station working smoothly and efficiently. Tanda had gone as far as to joke that if Edna ever quit, she was going to hand in her badge and take up fishing for a living.

      “What’s going on?”

      “Train crash.”

      “Wow.”

      “Yeah. Rattled our window panes. Must have been a bad one. We have officers at the location, helping with casualties.”

      “Okay. Should I go over there?”

      “I’m sure emergency personnel have it under control. Fire department will be there as well. As loud as that collision was, I have a feeling that agents from the Federal Railroad Agency will be here before dark.”

      Keme wasn’t so sure, but it probably wasn’t the best time to share his theories with her. That’s all they were at this point—theories.

      “I’d raise her on the radio for you, but somehow…don’t ask me how because I’m not as tech savvy as you are, Keme Lopez, but somehow that train crash has caused our comm units to go out.”

      Only that wasn’t possible because Keme’s phone had gone out before the train crash.

      “Lights are still working,” he pointed out.

      “For now.”

      “Leave her a note that I came by?”

      “Of course.”

      “And tell her I’ll check on Akule as well as Mom and Pop.”

      “Will do.”

      He walked out of the station and looked right and left. Although the traffic continued to be backed up, there wasn’t exactly any evidence of panic among the citizens of Alpine. As he made his way toward the Grocery Mart he noticed a few people lined up at the ATM machine. The signal lights blinked red, and several teenagers walked around with their cell phones held high over their heads, as if another six inches would allow them to catch a signal.

      He ducked into the pharmacy, grabbed one of the hand baskets, and loaded up on emergency supplies—anesthetic spray, gauze pads, adhesive bandages, antihistamine cream, latex gloves, antidiarrheal medicine, aspirin, cough medicine, ibuprofen, moleskin, and oral decongestant.

      Jack, the pharmacist, stared at the full basket in surprise. Jack was highly regarded in Alpine. He was short with glasses and wispy blonde hair. He seemed ageless. Jack had always been there, taking care of the folks of Alpine. Looking at Keme’s purchases, he shrugged and said, “Credit card machine is down. Got any cash?”

      “Just gave it all to Lucy.”

      Jack smiled and began ringing up his purchases. “I have your credit card number on file. I’ll put it through when the lines are up again.”

      “Thanks.” Keme felt a little bad about that. He didn’t think the lines would be up anytime soon. On the other hand, the stuff he’d dropped into the basket could be critical supplies.

      “You know you can buy all this stuff in an emergency kit.”

      “Do you sell those?”

      “Sure.” Jack pointed to a shelf in the back corner.

      Keme walked over, chose the largest, and added it to the stack of goods on the counter.

      “You want the kit and...”

      “Yeah.”

      “What’s going on, Keme?”

      “I really don’t know.”

      “But you think something is going on.”

      Keme pulled in a deep breath. He didn’t know Jack well, but they’d been on a first name basis for quite a few years. He remembered that Jack had a wife and three teenagers.

      “I think something has happened...something beyond Alpine.”

      “Like?”

      “I don’t know. But the phone service and the internet went down before the train accident, not after it.”

      “Huh.”

      “And before that, the stock market crashed by eighty percent.”

      Jack stopped ringing things up and peered at Keme over the tops of his glasses. “You mean eight percent.”

      “I mean eighty, and yeah...the circuit breakers should have prevented that from happening. They didn’t. So something is happening.”

      Jack didn’t respond right away. He bagged up Keme’s supplies and had him sign a receipt for the total.

      “I have cash at home, Ray. If the internet doesn’t come back up, I’ll come by and pay you.”

      “Okay.”

      “But I suggest you switch to a cash-only policy for the duration.”

      Jack nodded once, his expression giving away very little.

      Keme had reached the door when he called out, “Be careful.”

      “Yeah. You too.”

      Keme found Lucy in the canned vegetable aisle. The bottom of the cart was filled with cans of tuna and chicken.

      “What did Tanda say?”

      “She wasn’t there. How was Akule?”

      “Also wasn’t home. I left a note.”

      “Okay.”

      Lucy put both hands on her hips, still staring at the green beans. She finally looked up at Keme. “What am I doing here? Buying for the apocalypse?”

      He stepped closer and lowered his voice. “Edna thinks that the crash caused the phones to go out, but we know it happened the other way around.”

      “I don’t understand what that means.”

      “We saw the video footage of the plane going down, saw the news stations abruptly going off-line, and we saw the reports of the stock market crash.”

       Lucy reached for a can of green beans, but Keme stayed her hand. “The canned meat was smart. We’ll need powdered milk, packages of beans—not cans, sugar, flour, salt.” He stopped because he was trying to envision the list he’d created several years earlier during the pandemic, when they weren’t sure if or when the next shipment of food would come into Alpine.

      “Is this another one of your conspiracy theories?”

      “It’s only a theory if it isn’t true. These events are connected, Lucy. They have to be.” He snapped his fingers. “Bags of rice, honey, peanut butter, crackers, cornbread…”

      Seeing the flustered look on her face, he said, “Give me your phone.”

      “But it doesn’t work.”

      He held out his hand. Lucy rolled her eyes, dug the phone from her bag, and passed it to him. He opened up the Notes app and typed in the list, adding coffee, oats, pasta.

      “Do we have a can opener?”

      “Of course we have a can opener. How do you think…”

      “Electric?”

      “Yes.” Realization was dawning in Lucy’s eyes.

      A few more people had come into the store, but it didn’t look as if anyone else was panic buying yet. They would. When they realized their ATM and credit cards weren’t working, when they understood that Alpine might not see another food delivery for some time…then the panic buying would start in earnest.

      “Buy a hand operated one. Think old school.”

      “Where are you going?”

      “To get the truck.”
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      Keme and Lucy stopped by his parents’ place on the way home. Lucy’s parents had passed a few years earlier, but Keme’s lived just outside of town. They, too, had heard the train crash. Keme suspected everyone in Brewster County had heard it. They knew nothing about the internet being down or the stock market crash.

      “How are you doing on food?”

      “Just bought groceries yesterday,” his mother assured him.

      “And medicine?”

      “Medicine?”

      “Yeah. How much of Abuela’s insulin do you have?”

      “I bought it yesterday too. Keme, you’re scaring me. What is this about?”

      His father walked in at that moment. Keme looked to Lucy, who nodded once. “We better sit down.”

      He told them what he knew, then what he suspected.

      “I don’t know, son.” His father glanced at his mother, then back at him. “You could be right. Or you could be wrong.”

      “Yes, but what’s the harm in being prepared?”

      “None, I suppose. We’re as prepared as we can be out here though.”

      “Fill your tubs with water. Even though you’re on well water, you’re dependent on the electric pump. If the electricity goes out, so will the pump. Also fill any containers you have.”

      “Good idea,” his father agreed.

      “And Pop...” He knew how this was going to sound, but there was just no way around it. “Make sure you have plenty of ammo.”

      “Ammo?”

      “Yeah. Just in case.”

      “For the rifle or the handgun?”

      “Both.”

      His abuela had been sitting in her rocker in the other room. Keme was never sure how much she heard or how much she understood. She would turn ninety in a few months. She seemed to have shrunk to the size of a bird, but there was still a sparkle in her eyes.

      “You are a good boy to check on your parents, Keme.”

      He squatted by her chair. “No one else calls me a boy, Abuela.”

      She patted his cheek, then leaned forward and kissed his forehead. It made Keme feel young again, and for just a moment the knots that had been forming in the muscles along his shoulders eased. He patted her hand and stood.

      “I’ll be back to check on you, at least once a week.”

      “Do you think it will last that long?” his mother asked.

      “Yeah. I do.”

      Keme and Lucy rode back to their home in silence. They’d visited his parents. They’d purchased supplies. Lucy had left a note for Akule. Which only left their son...

      “I know you’re worried about Paco,” he said, reaching for Lucy’s hand.

      “Yes and no. He’s a smart young man. He’ll do whatever has to be done, but...”

      “But you wish he were closer.”

      “Yeah. I do.”

      As they walked into their home, a double-wide trailer that they’d purchased when their children were young, Keme found himself grateful for a good many things.

      His wife was steady, slow to panic, a real port in a storm.

      His parents remained quite self-sufficient.

      Akule was back in Alpine and not bouncing around Austin.

      And Paco, though he was far away, was with his own family. He was where he should be. He was with his son and daughter. Paco would react well in a crisis, and if need be, he would get his family out of the metroplex and come home.

      As Keme carried bags of canned goods from the truck into the trailer, his eyes fell on what had once been their liquor cabinet. He closed his eyes, remembered the smell of it, the taste on his tongue...but mostly he remembered the regret that followed each night of drinking.

      Lucy had her head deep in the pantry. She called out, “Where are we going to put all of this?”

      “We could use the liquor cabinet.”

      Lucy set down the cans of tuna she had been trying to fit on the shelf, walked over to him, and stood on tiptoe to kiss his lips. “Indeed, we can,” she said, and then they walked back outside to retrieve more of the groceries.

      They spent the next few hours preparing as best they could. Both tubs and every container they could find were filled with water. Keme checked the ammunition for his handgun and his hunting rifle. He thought he had a sufficient supply for the handgun, but the hunting rifle might soon be providing their meals.

      He needed to head back to town. He pulled cash from their emergency stash and told Lucy what he was about to do.

      She said, “I’ll ride along. I’d really like to check on my students.”

      “Thought you were on summer break.”

      It was a running joke between them. Lucy looked forward to summer break throughout the nine-month academic year, but when it came, she invariably had trouble stepping away from the college campus and her students. She was like a mother hen in that way.

      Things hadn’t changed much in town. There were still more cars than usual. Quite a few were parked outside the police station. There was also a line stretching around the block at the ATM machine. Keme didn’t stop. They would get by with what money they had. If things were as bad as he suspected, money would cease to matter very quickly. And if things weren’t as bad as he suspected, then the little he and Lucy had been able to save was safe in the bank.

      The bank.

      “What happens when that machine runs out of money?” Lucy asked, mirroring his thoughts.

      “Things get ugly.”

      “But...the bank will open, right? I mean, it’s after five now, but it’ll be open tomorrow?”

      “I don’t know, Lucy.” At the look of concern on her face, he added, “Small banks have no cash reserve requirement.”

      “What?”

      “But, of course, they do keep cash on hand. Three percent is the general rule.”

      “Three percent? So if we had $10,000 in our savings...”

      “Which we don’t.”

      “They’d only have three hundred of that in the bank?”

      “Look at it this way. People put money in a bank, the bank loans the money to someone else.”

      “But what if I want my money? On a normal day, I mean.”

      “Then you withdraw it. Remember, there’s three percent of everyone’s money in there.”

      “Okay.”

      “The problem comes when everyone tries to withdraw all of their funds at the same time.” 

      Keme wasn’t sure that banks would survive a complete grid collapse, and he was beginning to think that was what they were facing. Did banking institutions keep paper back-up files of loans and balances? Doubtful. Physical currency accounted for somewhere between eight and eleven percent of the Gross Domestic Product of the USA monetary system. The rest was comprised of digital deposits, crypto-currency, etc. When there was no record of those things, their value was basically wiped away. At least, he thought that was how it would work.

      Keme had always been fascinated by the growing dependence on technology in general and digital wealth in particular. He’d actually tried attending Sul Ross for a business degree, but he’d found that his temperament didn’t sync with formal education. When a topic interested him, he would follow the information trail as far as he could. Then he’d dig a little further.

      He respected the old ways of his ancestors, and he was fascinated by people’s dependence on the digital structure that had been built around society.

      Most people had no idea how to hunt for their dinner.

      Many people had never grown a garden.

      It wasn’t just that they, as a society, had grown soft. It was that they’d lost the ability to conceive of life without the benefits of internet shopping, digital banking, and virtual meetings. Folks in rural areas would be better prepared than people in large urban areas, but not by much. As a society, they had simply allowed themselves to be lulled to sleep by the ease and convenience of modern living.

      He dropped Lucy off in front of the Administration Building on the Sul Ross campus. The campus was on a hill and provided an excellent view of the surrounding area. Keme paused at the end of the drive, scanning the horizon, but there was nothing that reflected what he thought was happening.

      The Chihuahuan desert spread out in the distance, and beyond that he could see the Davis Mountains to the north. To the south lay the Chisos Mountains and the Mexican border. For better or worse, they were an isolated oasis in the midst of miles and miles of undeveloped land.

      He drove to the gun shop and parked in front, surprised to see no other cars there.

      Walking inside, he said hello to Jeannie, who was working behind the counter, found the shells he needed for his rifle, and picked up a half a dozen boxes.

      Jeannie raised an eyebrow, but simply waited to see what else he would purchase. He decided on two more boxes for the handgun. He set it all on the counter.

      Jeanie was maybe fifty years old, maybe sixty. It was difficult to tell. Her skin was wrinkled and leathery. She wore no make-up, and her fingers were stained from nicotine.

      “I’m surprised you’re not busier.”

      “Why would we be?”

      She pulled out a pad of paper and began writing down his purchases.

      “You know...the train crash, the internet being down, all of that.”

      Jeannie grunted. After she’d totaled the purchased, she spun the pad around so that he could see it. He counted out the bills and waited for his change.

      “You think this is the big one, Keme?”

      “I don’t know. Maybe.”

      “We have two kinds of customers here. The ones who are what those television shows call survivalists. Now, I never liked that term because it seems that we’re all just trying to survive. But I understand what they mean, and you do too. That’s why you’re here.”

      Keme nodded and waited.

      It was plain that Jeannie wasn’t done.

      “Then there’s your urban cowboys. I say cowboys, but the term encompasses women, men, even young folks. They like the idea of being prepared, but they don’t have the imagination to actually envision it being necessary. They’re the people who come in and buy all my shooting targets. Oh, they might hunt once or twice a year, but if they shoot a buck, they’ll have someone else field-dress it.”

      “Okay.” Something about sparring with Jeannie felt good, felt normal. He’d had similar conversations with her before. “So you’re saying that your serious customers don’t need to pop in for extra ammo.”

      “Correct.”

      “And your urban cowboys don’t even realize they might need it.”

      “Also correct.”

      “So where am I in this scenario?”

      “You, my friend, are bridging two worlds, as you’ve always done.”

      Keme sat in his truck a few minutes, trying to think of where else he needed to go, what else he needed to do. Maybe he was too tired. Maybe his brain had slipped into overdrive. He couldn’t think of a single thing that would help prepare them for the next day or the day after that, and he didn’t want to eat into any more of his money reserve. He still needed to go back and pay Jack, but that would wait for another day.

      So instead he headed over to Sul Ross to pick up his wife.
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      “How were your students?”

      “Confused.” Lucy swiped blue strands of hair out of her face. She’d dyed it just before the students broke for summer break. She said it made her feel young and free.

      He kissed her, then jammed the truck into drive.

      “Let’s see if Akule’s home.”

      Their daughter had bounced around for a time after graduating from Alpine High School. She’d finally come home, taken a job as a waitress at the local steak house, and moved in with two friends. Keme thought their youngest was a bit lost, but Lucy said it wasn’t unusual for her age. Since his wife knew more about kids today than he did, Keme had decided to take her word for it.

      They found Akule sitting outside her apartment, staring down at the blank screen on her phone. She popped up out of the chair and gave both Lucy and Keme a hug, something she’d stopped doing in the last year. At least something good had come of this tragedy.

      Akule had some of Keme’s height. She was a good two inches taller than her mom, had dark brown eyes, a thin build, and beautiful black hair that she’d recently had chopped by someone who could not have known what they were doing. Or maybe she’d done it herself.

      “All the phones are out,” Akule said.

      “Correct.”

      “Why doesn’t our television work?”

      “Streaming services depend on internet.”

      “Right...” She pushed her phone into her back pocket and motioned toward the two chairs. “You guys sit. Explain this to me, because I can’t...I can’t get hold of anyone.”

      Keme shared what they knew, what they’d seen so far, and what he’d witnessed on his computer before the internet had shut off.

      “I don’t know what any of that means.”

      “Neither do we,” Lucy said. “It’ll be okay. We’re here, together, and it’ll be okay.”

      “I wish Paco was here.”

      “Paco can take care of himself.” Keme sat forward in the chair, elbows braced on his knees. “Do you want to come home?”

      “No. I mean, if I decide to then I’ll drive over, but for now I’m fine.” She hesitated, then offered her first smile of the afternoon. “GPS is out. Did you know that? Good thing you taught me how to read a map.”

      “And change a tire.”

      Akule rolled her eyes. “It’s like all those stupid movies I used to watch. Like end of the world, apocalypse shit.”

      Lucy didn’t call her on the language. Lucy had tried to raise their children to have a full and rich vocabulary, but sometimes you had to call a thing what it was. Keme thought apocalypse shit covered it pretty well.

      They spent a few more minutes reassuring her, reminded her there was plenty of room if she decided to come home, and then all three walked back to Keme’s truck.

      “We checked on your grandparents. They’re fine.”

      “And Abuela?”

      “She doesn’t understand what we’re worried about.”

      They all smiled at that. Abuela had her own view of the world, and there was no convincing her to see it otherwise.

      “What about Tanda?”

      “I stopped by, but she wasn’t there. With the train crash, I imagine she’s going to be busy for a day or so.”

      Akule gave them one final hug, then walked back to her apartment and flopped down into her chair.

      “I wish she’d come home,” Keme said.

      Lucy simply patted his hand.

      They had a simple dinner of sandwiches and chips, and though they’d never been one to have the TV running for background noise, the evening seemed eerily quiet. The power had been blinking on and off throughout the late afternoon. At sunset, as was their custom, they sat out on the porch steps, watching the sun drop below the horizon. Watching the last rays of light spread across the Chihuahuan desert.

      Would they remember this night forever?

      Or would they, in a week or so, look back on it and laugh at their worries?

      Lucy sat on a step below his and leaned against his legs. “Do you think this is it?”

      “Depends.”

      “On?”

      “On whether you want the truth or you want me to make you feel better.”

      She turned around and gave him the look. It made him laugh. She made him laugh, even during this. He held up his hands in mock surrender. Lucy had never been the type of woman who wanted to be placated. She always wanted the truth, no matter how much it might hurt her.

      “My instincts tell me that this could be the bad one.”

      She nodded, but she didn’t speak for a moment. When she finally did, her words were not what he expected.

      “There’s a reason I chose poetry for my graduate level emphasis. I like the economy of words. I like how it only allows space for the essential.”

      An owl called out.

      Crickets sang.

      Wind rustled the leaves of the trees.

      “If this is that...if this is our life sifted down to its most essential, then I’m glad I’m here with you.”

      Instead of answering, he kissed the top of her head.

      They didn’t talk about what they’d miss the most or how they’d survive. Those things would wait for another day. As night fell across the land, Keme wrapped his arms around his wife and thanked a god that he hadn’t spoken to in quite some time that they were together.

      After another half hour, they went inside and made love, then he held Lucy in his arms until her breathing evened out and he was sure she was asleep. When he was certain he wouldn’t wake her, he inched from the bed and walked to the kitchen.

      He sat at the table in the dark, cradling a cold cup of coffee. As the hands on the clock inched toward dawn, he tossed around everything he knew, everything he thought he knew, and how those things could be connected. He came up with three possible scenarios. None of them were good.
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      “How late were you up?”

      “Pretty late.”

      “Did you sleep at all?”

      “Not really.” When the sky lightened before dawn, Keme had gone out to their shed and found their old camping stove. He’d opened all the windows in the kitchen, set the cookstove up on the counter, filled a kettle with water, and set it to boil when he’d heard Lucy stirring.

      “Ummm. Campground coffee.”

      “Better than that—we have instant. Or tea.”

      “I’ll take the instant.”

      She didn’t speak for a moment, and he knew that she was piecing together all that had happened the day before, and trying to anticipate what would happen next.

      She finally sighed and said, “Cooking is going to be interesting.”

      “We should eat what’s in the fridge first. Lights will probably come back on, but I don’t think it will last. I suspect they’ll be out completely soon.”

      Instead of answering, she stood, walked to the refrigerator, and pulled out the jug of milk. He grabbed two boxes of cereal, two spoons, and two bowls. They ate in silence. Finally, she pushed the bowl away and said, “Might as well tell me what you’re thinking.”

      “Okay. I can come up with three possibilities.”

      “Am I going to like any of them?”

      “Probably not.”

      Lucy smiled and motioned for him to continue.

      “Domestic terrorism⁠—”

      “An attack from someone within our country, against our infrastructure...” Lucy shook her head. “They’d be as affected by it as we are. What would be the point?”

      “Well, they might be better prepared. Or they might be nihilists.”

      “Tell me you have a better theory because that one is too depressing to consider this early in the morning.”

      “International terrorism.”

      “An attack from outside, which could mean we’re at war.” She glanced out the window. “Wouldn’t we know if we were at war?”

      “Maybe not. If someone had hacked into our systems, they could do that from the other side of the world.”

      “But again, what would they gain?”

      Keme simply shrugged. He had some ideas, but no real evidence to back up those suppositions. “Or it could be a natural disaster.”

      “Akule said GPS isn’t working, but the cars are...so, not a solar flare.”

      “No, not that.”

      “What else is there?”

      “What we don’t know about space far exceeds what we think we do know.”

      Lucy dropped her head into her hands. “I just wanted to enjoy my summer vacation.”

      He stood, walked behind her, and rubbed her shoulders.

      Finally, she straightened her posture and tilted her head back to look at him. “Thank you.”

      He kissed her lips, then began clearing the table.

      “I guess I might as well work in the garden today. If the apocalypse is indeed here, we’ll need fresh vegetables.” She sighed. “That was supposed to be a joke, but...not funny.”

      “Stay positive, Professor Lopez. I expect you to be quoting poetry by noon.”

      “I’ll need a second cup of instant coffee for that.”

      The lights suddenly came on. With a squeal, Lucy popped a pod into the coffee maker, which did its thing and produced the perfect cup of java.

      “What are you going to do today?” She smiled at him over the brim of her favorite mug.

      “Think I’ll go and talk to our neighbors.”

      They had two neighbors, one living on each side of their place. John lived to the north. Franklin’s place was to the south. The three trailers comprised the entire neighborhood, if that’s what you wanted to call it. They said hello when passing and respected each other’s privacy. They were neighborly enough to loan a power tool or help with a flat tire, but they didn’t sit around in each other’s back yard enjoying barbeques. Keme wasn’t sure why. Maybe it was the fact that he didn’t drink. It made some people nervous, and Franklin, in particular, enjoyed his beer.

      He walked first to one trailer and then the other. Neither man was home. Franklin was divorced and lived alone except for a big mutt who spent most of his time in the back yard. Keme gave Teddy a pat on the head, made sure he had water, and headed over to John’s. John was younger and lived with his wife, Betsy. Both worked from home, and if they’d explained what it was they did, Keme had forgotten.

      “John went into town,” Betsy explained. “He’s pretty worried.”

      “You guys have enough food and stuff?”

      “Sure. I guess.” Betsy held her long blonde hair up off her neck. “It’s so stinking hot. Why do these things happen in the dead of summer or the dead of winter?”

      Keme shrugged. “Tell John I came by?”

      “Sure.”

      “And, Betsy, holler if you need anything.”

      “Okay.”

      They were probably in their early 30s, but to Keme both Betsy and John seemed impossibly young which was a pretty funny thought since he was only forty-two. A vast amount of ground lay between his 30s and forty-two. It was ground he would not want to cover again.

      Keme spent the rest of the day going through things in the shed, looking for anything that could be useful. He found a compound bow he’d messed around with and forgotten about, more camping supplies that he hadn’t used since Paco was a teenager, and an old .22 hunting rifle. At the very back of the shed he found a trunk of things from his grandfather. He squatted in front of it, opened the latch, and was immediately carried into the past by the sight and smell of what lay there.

      A book on how to make animal snares.

      A hunting knife.

      An old cane fishing pole, broken down into three pieces.

      A turkey call.

      An axe.

      A coil of rope.

      An old pair of Bushnell binoculars.

      He remembered teasing his grandfather about keeping all of this stuff. An animal snare? Who needed an animal snare? But as he pulled the trunk out into the sun, removed and cleaned each item, he thought that perhaps his grandfather had been the wise one after all.

      On Thursday the lights flickered one last time, then went out for good. Keme and Lucy were again sitting out on the front porch when John walked down their driveway.

      “Hey. I came over to see you...” Keme rose to meet the man, shook his hand.

      John was lanky and pale, and his brown hair fell into his eyes. “Yeah, Betsy told me. I wanted to let you know that we’re leaving.”

      Keme exchanged a glance with Lucy. “Where are you headed? For how long?”

      “Big Bend and then...depending what we find...across.”

      “Mexico?” Lucy stood, moved beside Keme. “Why, John? What’s in Mexico?”

      He didn’t answer right away, and that was how Keme knew that he’d thought long and hard about this. He was trying to put all of that reasoning into as succinct a statement as possible. Finally he simply smiled and said, “Seems like a good place to be when society collapses.”

      “Wait...the power’s out. That doesn’t mean...” Lucy stopped, pulled in a deep breath, and muttered “men” with a shake of her head.

      “Power’s out. Internet’s out. From what I’ve heard the grocery store shelves are empty. And no federal officials have shown up to take over the train crash scene. Put it all together, and I’d rather leave early than later.”

      “Betsy’s okay with this?” Keme asked.

      “Yeah. We’re going to consider it a Grand Adventure.” He put figurative quote marks around the last two words. “If things improve, what have we lost? A couple weeks hiking in the Chisos Mountains.”

      “Okay. Well, good luck, man.”

      “You’re staying?”

      “Yeah. We are.”

      “Anything at my place you need, help yourself. The key is in that little mouse thing by the front door.”

      “Got it.” Keme shook his head, not quite believing they’d arrived at this point this quickly. But then, he’d bought hundreds of dollars worth of food, medicine, and ammo, so who was he to judge another man’s plan? “But if we borrow anything, I’ll keep a list, and we’ll settle up when you get back.”

      “Solid plan.”

      They shook again, John waved at Lucy, and then he was gone.

      “Wow,” Lucy said.

      “Yup.”

      “I wonder what’s going to happen next.”

      Which was exactly what Keme was thinking.
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      On Friday their other neighbor left. Franklin was going to try and connect with family in San Angelo. He loaded his big dog into the front passenger seat. Boxes of food, ammunition, and clothing filled the floorboards.

      “Looks like you got it all,” Keme said, standing beside the man’s truck. It was a king cab and probably only got fifteen miles to a gallon. Keme noticed two gas cans in the truck’s bed. “Did you fill those up?”

      “I did, though I shouldn’t need them just to get to San Angelo. The tank’s full.” Franklin had a love for fast food and had gained a good fifty pounds since Keme had known him. Now he stood there, hands on his hips, staring at the bed of his truck, trying to figure out what he might have forgotten.

      “You going up through Fort Stockton?”

      That jerked Franklin’s attention back to the present moment. “No. I heard Fort Stockton is pretty chaotic.”

      “You heard that on your shortwave?”

      “Yeah, when it was working. Now it isn’t receiving anything, which I don’t understand.”

      “Maybe there’s just nothing to receive.”

      “You think they’re all dead?”

      “I think there aren’t that many people with short-wave radios, and some of the ones who are...well they aren’t going to broadcast. They’re survivalists and they’re worried you’re going to triangulate their location, then show up in the middle of the night and steal their stuff.”

      Franklin reached into the truck, pulled out his map, and opened it on the hood. Teddy was in the front seat, staring at them, waiting patiently, ready to ride shotgun.

      “Fort Stockton’s no good, and I’m expecting that I-10 may ...well, it may not be safe.” He found Alpine on the map, followed I-90 east to Dryden and then Highway 349 north. “Thought I’d cross I-10 here, at Sheffield. Usually isn’t any traffic there.”

      “I can see why you bought the extra gas.”

      “I bought the gas because there may not be any more.” He reached into his pocket and pulled out a folded, letter-sized envelope. “I jotted down a map to my in-law’s place on the back. Take it. If you ever go that direction, stop by.”

      “Look. I’m with you on this. Something has happened. Something more than just a train wreck. Lucy thinks it’s another of my conspiracy theories, but...”

      Franklin carefully refolded the map, then tossed it into the truck. “Train wrecks don’t cause cell phones to go down, or crash the internet, or stop food deliveries.”

      “Exactly.” Keme reached out and touched his shoulder. “You don’t have to do this. You can ride it out, here, with us. With me and Lucy.”

      He was surprised when Franklin looked up at him and smiled, then pulled him into a bro hug. “I always knew you were one of the good ones.”

      One of the good ones?

      “But I’ve got family in San Angelo.” He hopped into the truck, pulling a handgun out of his pants pocket and set it on the passenger seat. “My ex. My kids. Even my sister is in San Angelo. That’s where I need to be. And the extra gas? We’ll use it to barter if we have to.”

      “Take care, man.”

      “Yeah, you too.”

      Franklin gave a small wave, then he and Teddy were gone.

      Saturday morning Keme and Lucy woke to what felt like an earthquake.

      This time when they walked out to the overlook, he took his binoculars. He and Lucy took turns looking through them, but saw nothing out of the ordinary.

      Keme wanted to go after Akule, but Lucy disagreed.

      “She came by yesterday, Keme. She’s fine.”

      “Today isn’t yesterday. Today’s worse. We don’t even know what that explosion or earthquake was.”

      “Our daughter has a good head on her shoulders. She’ll come home if she needs to. We have to let her stand on her own, Keme. Even during this.”

      Late Sunday afternoon, Tanda arrived—riding a horse.

      “Tanda.” Lucy walked out on the porch and embraced her.

      Keme’s wife and sister were the same height, but Lucy was rounder, softer. Tanda didn’t carry any extra pounds. Since she’d taken the job as police chief, her figure had grown even more wiry, and now with this...well, he was worried about what the weight of it all would do to her.

      “It’s good you came,” Lucy said as they walked into the trailer. “We’ve been worried about you.”

      Tanda laughed. “Mom’s worried about Keme. Sent me here to check on him.”

      “It’s not me you need to check on.” Keme stood between the kitchen and the living room.

      He watched Tanda assess him—look for any suggestion that he might be backsliding. It didn’t make him defensive. He realized he was lucky to have someone as dependable as Tanda keeping an eye on him. She was the best sponsor he could hope for.

      Tanda returned his hug. They both had their mother’s dark hair and brooding eyes—Indian eyes. Keme had inherited their father’s height. All that Tanda had inherited from their pop was his Spanish temper.

      “Who should I be checking on then?”

      “Your government. Make no mistake that they are behind this.”

      Lucy wagged her hands back and forth in mock frustration. “You talk to him, and maybe he’ll stop pestering me with his conspiracy theories.”

      “Pestering? When Alpine has been scattered away like so much dust, you’ll be depending on me to bring you rabbit for dinner.”

      “Lucy’s a better shot than you are, Keme.”

      “And now you gang up on me.” But he smiled, grateful for the moment of banter.

      Tanda followed him back into the kitchen, and the three sat down for a cup of coffee. He noticed her checking to see that he’d properly cracked the window near the camp stove. “You don’t have to worry about us.”

      “So I see.”

      They spoke of food supplies, their parents, Abuela, and finally his neighbors.

      “They’re both gone.”

      “Any idea where they went?”

      “John was headed south to Big Bend. Said it was the best place to be when society collapses.”

      “John always was an optimist.”

      “Franklin was going to try to connect with family in San Angelo.”

      Tanda studied her coffee, then downed the rest of it. “I hope they make it.”

      “As do we.”

      “Any word from Paco or Akule?”

      “Paco called before the train crash, but we haven’t heard from him since. Akule stopped by yesterday. She seemed okay.”

      “What about Sul Ross?”

      Lucy shrugged. “You know I don’t teach summer courses.”

      “But has the school sent out an email...”

      They all smiled. It was so easy to slip back into the old way of thinking.

      Lucy stood and gathered up the coffee cups. “I’m going to tend to my garden. We’ll need the fresh vegetables more than ever. Tanda, you come stay with us if you need to.”

      “Thank you.”

      Keme knew that wasn’t going to happen.

      When the front screen door had slapped shut after Lucy, Keme stood. “There’s something I want to show you.”

      He took her into his office and methodically went through the screenshots from the morning of the train crash, from the moment when everything had changed. He didn’t know if it would make any more sense to her than it had to him, but he did know that the answer was somehow in those screenshots.

      And whatever they needed to be prepared for?

      That was there too.

      
        
        The End
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        “We are entering a new era of debris control…

        an era that will be dominated

        by a slowly increasing number of

        random catastrophic collisions.”

        ~Donald Kessler

         

         

        “This is the way the world ends

        Not with a bang but a whimper.”

        ~T.S. Eliot
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      The first indication that the world had changed happened at 11:02 on a Tuesday morning in June. Tanda Lopez was sitting at her desk when the passenger train travelling from Marfa to Marathon collided with the freight train out of Fort Stockton. The explosion rattled the windows of the police station in their little town of Alpine. Birds startled from the trees. Car alarms blared throughout the town.

      Tanda’s heart beat a double tap.

      “Makowski, Grant...you’re with me.”

      “You got it, Chief.”

      They sped toward the site. It wasn’t a head-on collision, but it was bad enough. The Amtrak train had sideswiped the end of the freight train. It looked as if the timing of one or the other train had been off by less than a minute. They spent the next nine hours directing emergency triage. A few times she tried to call the station, but inexplicably the radios were out.

      That should have been her second clue. Why would the radio system be down? There was no way it was related to the train crash. Yet, the chances of two separate events happening in their small rural town simultaneously were too unlikely to calculate.

      “I’m headed back into town, if you can spare me.”

      Dixie Peters nodded as she directed two of her fire personnel toward a hot spot. “What do you think caused it?”

      “I have no idea.”

      “Why is no one else here? We should have received help from Fort Davis and Fort Stockton.”

      “I don’t have any ideas about that either.”

      “But it’s strange, right?” Dixie swiped blonde hair out of her eyes.

      “Yeah. It’s strange.”

      It was more than strange. It was off.

      The horror of sixty tons of passenger train smashing into three hundred tons of freight train had numbed Tanda’s normally sharp instincts. She wasn’t thinking about the radios. She was thinking about the wreckage, the debris, the bodies, and the cries for help. Those nine hours were among the longest in her life, or so she thought at the time.

      She couldn’t have known what lay ahead.

      She wouldn’t have wanted to know. A few more hours of ignorance, it turned out, might have been a good thing.

      Tanda left Makowski and Grant to deal with the site clean-up and body bags. She headed back to headquarters as the sun dipped toward the horizon, casting shadows across the west Texas landscape. She drove toward the station, but her mind kept slipping back to the disaster behind her, to the people whose lives had so suddenly and tragically ended. Something else nagged at her and pulled her thoughts to the scene outside her police cruiser. Something else needed her attention, but she couldn’t quite pinpoint what that something was.

      Driving down Fifth Street, she had the distinct impression that she’d stepped into the past.

      Alpine was a small town—only six thousand folks. Their traffic lights consisted of flashing reds at the two busiest intersections. She slowed as she encountered the first signal that wasn’t working, and then the next. The entire system was down.

      Few if any cars were on the road.

      Stores were closed. That was par for the course at eight in the evening on a Tuesday. Small Texas towns still rolled up at five o’clock sharp.

      So why were so many people out on foot? She’d expected the gawkers at the train wreck, and they’d had the usual group of those. This was different though. This had nothing to do with that. People were literally everywhere—sitting on park benches, standing outside of closed stores, even walking in the middle of the road.

      Several times she had to tap her horn in order to alert a resident to move out of her lane. They barely acknowledged her as they trudged to the middle of the street—phones held high, attention glued to the devices in their hands.

      There was a line at the town’s single ATM, which didn’t seem to be working. The windows on her cruiser were rolled down, and the temperature—even at sunset—hovered in the eighties. She could clearly hear the expletives hurled at the cash machine. Tempers were flaring and frustration was high.

      Then she passed the Grocery Mart. Their only grocery store was run by Todd and Nona Jane. It had apparently closed early, a good two hours early. The only other time she could remember them closing before ten p.m. was on 9-11. That had been a Tuesday too. Tanda had been thirteen years old when the World Trade Center towers fell. It was when she’d first known that she wanted to be a police officer.

      She could have stopped her cruiser, could have asked someone what was going on, but one glance at the expression on the faces of the folks she passed told her they didn’t know what was happening either. On that Tuesday, no one could have known or even guessed.

      Tanda didn’t stop. She continued to headquarters instead. She had to park in the adjacent lot because theirs was full. She walked into a room packed with agitated residents huddled under the fluorescent lights. Some were shouting at each other, a few hollered at her, and the rest simply milled about.

      Why?

      Why were they here?

      Conor Johnson was manning the front desk. He seemed to be the only officer in the building.

      “My office. Now.”

      He jumped up and sprinted after her.

      “I wasn’t exactly sure what to do, but since there was no way to call you, I just held the line. That’s what they taught us in training. Hold the line and⁠—”

      “Wait.” She shut the door, dropped into her chair and snagged a drink out of the small refrigerator she kept near her desk. Popping the tab of the Coke, she took the first gulp before she realized it was lukewarm. Their receptionist, Edna, had left a note on her desk.

      

      
        
        Keme stopped by.

        Wanted you to know he would check on your parents and your niece.

      

      

      

      Why was her brother checking on their parents and his daughter?

      She looked up, realized Conor was still waiting. “Continue.”

      “Comms are out.”

      “Which ones?”

      “All of them. Land lines work, but I tried contacting the station in Marathon and the call wouldn’t go through. Only local calls work, I guess. Cell phones aren’t working either.”

      “All of our radios are out?”

      “Yes.”

      She’d hoped only hers was out or that something around the wreckage had interrupted communications. She hadn’t even considered that the entire system was down. She made a motion with her hand for him to continue and guzzled the rest of the drink. It tasted terrible, but she suddenly needed both the caffeine and the sugar. She wished for something stronger, then pushed that thought away. The bottle of Jim Bean in the bottom drawer of her filing cabinet was for celebrations—not catastrophes.

      Not for days when she had to help zip bodies into bags. Something told her whiskey wouldn’t help erase those images in her mind. Something else told her the worst was yet to come.

      “Televisions are out, satellite radio, internet…it’s all down. The electricity has gone out a few times, but it always comes back on.”

      That explained the warm soda. “Anything else?”

      “The rest…I didn’t leave my post, so I only know what folks are saying.”

      “Which is?”

      “Everything’s stopped working. I mean, like I said, electricity is working now—” He glanced up at the overhead lights and hesitated as if praying that they’d stay on.

      “Conor?”

      “Right. Uh…the ATM is out so we have a crowd over at the machine even though that’s obviously useless. A good third of the people in our lobby are lost tourists.”

      “Lost?”

      “GPS is out, and you know…they don’t have a map. Probably couldn’t read one even if they did.”

      “Why is the Grocery Mart closed?”

      The single grocery store was a lifeline for their small community. The last thing they needed was panic buying. People in west Texas tended to over-prepare if they heard a storm was coming. Mention snow and ice, and the shelves in the bread aisle would empty in under an hour.

      “Mrs. Crowder stopped by to check on us and according to her, Todd closed the mart because they couldn’t take payments, plus apparently there was a run on what was stocked. A lot of panic buying.”

      Of course there was. Did people think a train wreck would keep the delivery trucks from arriving? What else was happening here?

      “Do we have anyone on it?”

      “Rodriguez headed over to the store when we heard there’d been shots fired.”

      Tanda wanted to drop her head into her hands, but she didn’t. She simply stared at Conor. He was her newest recruit, a lanky five foot, ten inches, and definitely still damp behind the ears. He’d held his position though—held the line. Maybe he was going to make it as an officer after all.

      Conor seemed to have run out of things to say.

      Tanda reached for the mouse on her computer, jiggled it once, and clicked on the internet browser, but Conor shook his head.

      “Internet’s out. Remember?”

      “Right.” She leaned back in her chair, studied him, then turned her attention to the group of people still gathered past the glass wall of her office. “Has the mayor issued a statement?”

      “Not that I’ve heard, but she sent Ben Cason over with this.”

      Tanda tried not to grimace as she reached for the slip of paper. If there was one person she didn’t play well with, it was their newly elected mayor, Melinda Stone. Ben Cason was a close second.

      
        
        My office. Eight o’clock.

        Don’t be late.

      

      

      “Tomorrow?”

      “Tonight.”

      “I’m already late.”

      “Cason was pretty adamant about your being there, though I told him I had no way to make you aware unless I left my post—which I wasn’t about to do.”

      Tanda nodded, chunked her soda can into the recycle bin, and stood. “Can you stay?”

      “Of course.”

      “Need a break?”

      “Maybe three minutes to use the…” He nodded toward the restroom, apparently too embarrassed to say the word urinal.

      She gestured that he was excused. Johnson was at the door before he asked the question she’d expected from the moment she’d walked in. “How many casualties?”

      “Eight dead, another two dozen injured.”

      Conor’s eyes widened. “Where did you take them?”

      “Critical cases went to our local medical center, but most of our docs are out of town for that conference in Dallas. Doc Fielder is doing the best he can. Anyone whose injuries allowed for transport were sent to Fort Stockton.”

      “Their EMS showed up?”

      “No. They didn’t.”

      Which was another thing that should have raised alert bells in her mind. As Dixie had pointed out, they should have had help by now. Why hadn’t any neighboring EMS units shown up? Fort Stockton was 50 percent bigger, largely owing to its being situated on Interstate 10. They had an EMS three times the size of Alpine’s, and they had a better staffed medical center.

      Fort Stockton should have picked up the chatter over the radios—only the radios were out. It was probably too far away for them to have heard the actual crash, but surely someone would have told someone else. It was the way things worked in their remote section of west Texas.

      But they hadn’t shown up. Alpine was left to handle the disaster on their own. They had only three ambulances, which had always been enough. Dr. Fielder had sent two to Fort Stockton, leaving one to ferry the injured to their own understaffed medical center. When the two that went to Stockton didn’t return, they’d resorted to using people’s vans and trucks.

      Why hadn’t the EMS people returned?

      Sweat broke out on her forehead, and it wasn’t from the heat. A wave of fear swept over her. She’d been with the department for ten years and had been promoted to chief three years ago.

      She knew how to swallow past that fear.

      Knew what was expected of her.

      She needed to figure out what was happening. Then they could formulate a plan to deal with it.

      Conor headed toward the men’s room, and Tanda walked back out to the reception desk. At only five foot, four inches, she couldn’t even see over the front row of people. But Tanda understood that presence was about more than height. She found the stepping stool that their receptionist used for filing in the top drawers, moved it in front of Conor’s station, and stepped onto it. She thought she might have to use her whistle, but raising her hand was enough. The crowd quieted, all eyes pinned on her.

      “If you’ve come here for answers, I don’t have them. Obviously, there’s been an event of some sort…”

      “I heard it was aliens.” Dylan Spencer was sitting on her worktable, his jean-clad butt right next to her coffee pot, NRA cap pulled low and a gun on his hip.

      She didn’t call him on the gun because she knew that he had a permit to carry.

      She didn’t tell him to get the hell out of her station because he was the local football hero, only four years out of high school, and that sort of thing held a lot of weight.

      “Let me know if you come across one, Dylan. I’ll come out myself and question him or her. Or it.”

      That earned her a few grunts of approval and one or two laughs.

      The tension which threatened to permeate the room temporarily receded, then rushed back in.

      “Why’s everything not working? Is it because of the train wreck?” Moses Carter had lived in Alpine longer than anyone she knew. The man had to be nearing the century mark.

      “Mr. Carter, I don’t see how those two things could be related, but I don’t have any other explanation either. We’re going to figure this out. When we do, I’ll let you know. Until then, I need everyone to go home.”

      “But we can’t even call 9-1-1 if we need help.” This from one of the elderly women who lived over in the sixty-five-and-up apartments.

      “Officer Johnson isn’t going anywhere. He’s going to stay right here.” Fortunately, at that moment Conor appeared at his desk.

      Tanda turned around in time to see him give everyone a small wave, then the group in front of her waved back.

      “If you have an emergency, you send someone here and Conor will take care of you.”

      She didn’t add that Conor had no way to call for an officer, let alone dispatch one.

      These people looked frightened enough.

      Those sorts of details could wait until daylight, when, with a little bit of luck, everything would be working again.

      “How are we supposed to get home?” This from a skinny twenty-year-old wearing a University of Texas tee, who repeatedly combed his fingers through his scraggly goatee. No doubt he’d arrived in the sports car she’d seen parked in her spot. “Our GPS doesn’t work,” he added.

      “There are only two roads out of Alpine, sir. Sixty-seven goes east and west; 118 goes north and south. Where are you headed?”

      “Austin.”

      That brought a few snickers from the locals.

      Logan Wright raised his hand. He was standing at the back of the crowd, and Tanda wondered why he was there. Logan had grown up in Alpine, gone off to Texas A&M University to earn his veterinary degree, and come back home to open up their only animal clinic. He’d been practicing twenty years, and she’d never once seen him even slightly stumped. Not when someone had brought him a baby camel that needed vaccinating. Not even the time they’d found a seven-foot alligator living in a resident’s garage.

      “I can help anyone who needs directions.”

      Tanda nodded her thanks. “Mr. Wright will meet you out in front of the building.”

      “But we can’t even purchase gas,” a middle-aged mom said.

      “Why is that, ma’am?”

      “The station attendant said they couldn’t take our credit cards…something about the system being down.”

      “Are they taking cash?”

      “Well, yes, but…”

      Tanda interrupted her before she could list her problems one by one. “Officer Johnson will help you if you need cash in order to purchase fuel. This isn’t a hand-out, people. You’ll be expected to repay the amount you receive within thirty days. If you need assistance, leave your contact information with him. He can front you enough to get you to the next town. Hopefully by then, the credit card system will be up and running again.”

      Turning to Conor, she lowered her voice and said, “Use the petty cash. If that runs out, I keep some extra in the third drawer of my desk.”

      Everyone began talking and moving. Tanda headed toward the rear entrance, toward her cruiser. Then she remembered she’d parked it across the street. She turned around to exit through the front door, and Logan stepped out with her after assuring his group of lost motorists that he’d be right back.

      “Walk you to your car?”

      “Sure, Logan. Why not?”

      “Status of the train wreck?”

      She told him, unsure why he needed to know that now but trusting he wouldn’t ask unless he did.

      He hesitated, then muttered, “Something’s not right here.”

      “Understatement of the year.”

      She’d reached her car, opened the door, and sank into the seat. Logan stopped her from closing the door and crouched down beside her so they were eye to eye.

      She wanted to reach out and smooth the skin above his right eye, the place where the scar was. He’d told her the story once. He was in veterinary school. Was thinking about his professor, who was watching him assess an old gelding. He’d approached from behind, frightened the animal, and earned a solid kick. Fortunately, the kick had missed his eye.

      “Something’s not right.”

      “EMP?” She’d seen enough apocalyptic TV to know the usual culprits—nuclear blast, EMP, meteor. The first and last seemed unlikely since they were sitting there talking, but the middle one was a possibility.

      “I don’t think so.” He reached out, tapped her steering wheel. “This probably wouldn’t work if we’d been hit by an EMP.”

      “Anything you know that I don’t?”

      “A lot.” Now he smiled and stood. “But not about this.”

      “Well, when you do, you know where to find me.”

      She started her cruiser, suddenly grateful that it worked, and drove the three blocks to city hall, to her meeting with the mayor, and hopefully toward some answers.
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      Tanda had no delusions about the meeting she’d been ordered to attend. She’d never seen eye-to-eye with the mayor. She doubted that would change because of their current emergency.

      Melinda Stone somehow managed to appear as if everything was situation normal. Her attire included designer red heels and a black power suit with red piping. The blonde streaks in her hair had been carefully styled, and she was even wearing her customary diamond necklace and hoop earrings. Stone was the kind of fifty-year-old woman who was determined to look thirty. How she’d become mayor was something Tanda still puzzled over late at night. It was also a source of contention between Alpine’s artist community, who were mostly out-of-state people, and the ranching community who had been born and raised in the surrounding area.

      “Nice of you to join us, Chief.”

      Stone sat at the head of the conference table.  There was never any doubt as to who was running a meeting if Melinda Stone was in attendance.

      Tanda stood just inside the doorway, doing a quick survey of the room.

      Ben Cason sat to the mayor’s immediate right. Ben had once been on the correct side of things, but he’d fallen under the mayor’s spell the year before.

      Ron Mullins from Public Works.

      Fire Chief Dixie Peters—how had Dixie beat her here? Stone must have sent someone to drag her away from the crash site.

      Emmanuel Garcia with County Health.

      Ben had apparently been scribbling meeting notes on the large white board. Tanda flash backed to their third-grade teacher trying to teach Ben to write in a straight and proper manner. She’d keep him at the board, practicing, through recess and even lunch. Twenty-five years later, and his penmanship hadn’t improved. Each line item on the whiteboard tilted precariously to the right, as if the words were ready and willing to dive onto the carpet.

      
        
        No interruptions in water, minor electric outages.

        Crews on standby.

        No fires or major accidents, other than train collision.

        No regional or state-wide emergency health notices.

      

      

      Stone steepled her fingers together and peered down the long table at Tanda. “Care to update us on your department, Chief Lopez?”

      After a twelve-hour shift, Tanda was tired and dirty, and she was still seeing images of the mangled bodies she’d helped bag and tag. She wanted to be home taking a hot bath, washing off the grit and blood. She did not want to be here, playing Stone’s games. The items on the board were ludicrous.

      “Officers Grant and Makowski are still at the train site, helping with casualties. Rodriquez is at the Grocery Mart trying to keep the good folks of Alpine from rioting. Johnson’s at the station watching over a crowd of people who are scared and asking questions I can’t answer. A good number of tourists are lost because their GPS won’t work.”

      “Well.” The mayor sniffed. “It sounds for once as if your department has things under control.”

      “Under control? Nothing is under control.”

      “There’s no need to be dramatic, Chief.”

      Tanda knew she should sit down and shut up. She should keep her cool. But she kept seeing the look of concern and befuddlement on Logan’s face. She kept hearing him say, “Something’s not right here.”

      The mayor had moved on, saying that she expected everyone to be at their posts the next day, on time, business as normal. It was important to maintain a calm and coordinated front to the people.

      Tanda only half heard. She walked to the front of the room and picked up the marker that Ben had been using. Stone stopped talking and threw her a questioning look.

      Holding up the marker, Tanda asked, “Do you mind?” She practically dared the woman to try and stop her.

      Stone dismissively waved a hand at the board.

      Pulling in a deep breath, Tanda drew a question mark next to the first item.

      No interruptions in water, minor electric outages.

      “Why are the traffic lights out, Ron?”

      He cleared his throat, his gaze darting from Stone to Tanda. “We believe it’s a computer malfunction, but we’re…uh… unable to talk to web support at this time.”

      “Because the phones are out?”

      “Right.”

      “And the internet is out.”

      “Right.” Ron squirmed in his seat. “Of course, the internet and phones aren’t technically in my department.”

      Tanda didn’t bother responding to that.

      “Do we know what caused the train crash?”

      “There will be a proper investigation, but it could be months before we have definitive answers.”

      “I was at the train site all day. There was no one from the Federal Railroad Administration there.”

      “That would be…unusual.” Ron looked toward the mayor as he said this.

      Tanda understood that Ron was six months away from retirement. He hadn’t voted for Stone. He’d shared that piece of information with Tanda that one night at the local pub. His plan was to lie low, not antagonize the mayor, and retire the first day he was eligible to do so.

      Stone was looking at Tanda as if she wanted to snatch away the marker and claw her eyes out with those ruby-red nails. Tanda shrugged and tapped the next item on the white board.

      “Dixie, did the two ambulances we sent out make it back?”

      Dixie shook her head.

      “Any word from them?”

      “No, but that doesn’t mean anything. Phones are down. Maybe they just got tied up doing paperwork.”

      “Eight dead and over two dozen injured. I think they would have known to save the paperwork until end of shift.”

      “If the receiving facility let them, sure, but…”

      “Why didn’t any of the neighboring municipalities respond?”

      Dixie shrugged. She’d been in the job two years and was the first female fire chief in Alpine, probably in west Texas. She’d done a bang-up job, but she was in over her head.

      They all were.

      Ben tapped his pen against his ever-present pad of paper, as if to hurry her along.

      Emmanuel looked braced for her question, as if he could defend not having received any health warnings. Instead, Tanda asked, “Do we still have the emergency management supplies? Food, water, meds…”

      “Sure, but…”

      “But what?”

      “Some of it expired and had to be tossed. I put in a request to replenish supplies, but I haven’t heard anything on that yet. Guess it got stuck in the paperwork pipeline somewhere.”

      Tanda stared down at the new carpet in the redecorated conference room. How much money had been spent on that? Where was the mayor even finding funds for redecorating?

      Something’s not right here.

      She stared at the board, though her words were directed to Emmanuel. “Maybe you should get someone to check into that first thing tomorrow.”

      Stone stood and snatched the marker from Tanda’s hand. “Thank you, Chief Lopez. I’m sure everyone here appreciates your clarifying those points, but as I was saying, it’s important that we continue a business-as-usual demeanor…”

      “You cannot be serious.”

      “I am serious, and you are out of order.” Stone’s voice had gone low, cold, hard.

      “Logan Wright thinks there’s something happening, something bigger than…”

      “I don’t think we need to resort to asking advice on how to run a city from a country vet.” Stone walked back to the conference table, smirking, practically laughing.

      Could the woman be even half as arrogant as she appeared?

      “And I don’t think you have any idea what you’re doing.”

      “Stop.” Stone’s hand came down hard on the table, causing the water in the glass in front of her to jump. “I will not tolerate your insubordination today of all days.”

      “Huh. Okay. When you decide you’re ready to do some real city planning, send Ben over with another note. Until then, I have work to do.”

      And with those words, which would probably eventually result in her termination, she walked out of the room and to her cruiser. She drove through the Sonic and picked up two coffees and two burgers. As she paid—with cash—the car hop informed her that the latest rumor was that Alpine had been picked for a government experiment. A bubble had been placed over the town to see how they would fare if no one could get in or out, which sounded like the plot line of a horror book she’d read.

      Tanda figured she’d passed exhaustion because as she drove back toward the train wreckage she could picture Stone on the phone with a covert agency, one with an alphabet soup name, offering Alpine to the highest bidder.

      She dropped the burgers and coffee off with Makowski and Grant, then set off to find Jorge. Officer Rodriguez was a veteran officer with more years’ experience than herself. She’d worried there might be some animosity when she was offered the position of chief, but Rodriguez had assured her that he wasn’t interested. He loved his job, but he had a wife and five children. He didn’t want the extra hours or the extra responsibility—and they both knew it wasn’t worth the measly extra pay.

      She needed to find him and assess what was happening at the Grocery Mart. The good people of Alpine had most likely gone home for the night, but come morning, they needed to see that their local grocer was open. One way or another, she was going to make that happen. If she couldn’t, if residents couldn’t buy milk or bread and they couldn’t use their cell phones, she would very likely have a riot to deal with.
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      Tanda managed to exact a promise from Todd and Nona Jane that they would open the next day and stay open as long as there was anything left to sell. She helped them come up with guidelines, which she had Conor write up on three pieces of poster board.

      

      
        
        Limit of 10 people in the store at a time.

        CASH only.

        5 items per person.

        No duplicate items.

      

      

      They taped one poster to the entrance and the other two down the outer east wall where there was space for a line to queue up. Tanda promised to provide security.

      She held a meeting with her department at two in the morning. The muscle above her left eye had begun to twitch, something that hadn’t happened since she’d taken finals in college. She pressed a finger above her eye, trying to still the muscle as Makowski and Grant walked into the room—finally back from the train wreck.

      Grant sank into a chair and provided the update. “There’s still debris all over the place, Chief. No one came to help move it, and well…it’s a train. It’s not like we could lift it and put it back on the track. The bodies, we took to the morgue.”

      They looked exhausted and more than a little shell-shocked.

      Conor looked as if he might fall asleep in his chair. They’d finally managed to clear the waiting area of residents and tourists.

      Theirs was a small department in a small town. Tanda had four officers under her supervision—Grant, Johnson, Makowski and Rodriguez. Their usual schedule was for three officers to be on during the day, one at night, and one scheduled off. She worked the same hours as any other officer, plus tended to any administrative tasks.

      This was different, though. This was an all-hands-on-deck situation. Only, some of the hands looked battle fatigued and exhausted.

      Tanda had promised Todd and Nona Jean a police presence for the fifteen hours they would attempt to remain open—from seven in the morning until ten at night. She had a total of five officers if she included herself, which she did. Jorge Rodriguez offered to take the first four hours at the store. Every other officer would take a three-hour shift.

      “Hopefully Edna will be in to man the phones⁠—”

      “Which still aren’t working,” Conor pointed out.

      “Right. But it will help to have her here at her regular time to take over the front desk. In fact, I’ll call…” Tanda mentally slapped her forehead.

      Conor had the presence of mind to not correct her again.

      “I’ll stop by her place on my way home,” Tanda said. “Ask her to come in a couple hours early. Conor, I want you off for at least six hours.”

      They should be able to resort to their regular schedule once everyone had managed a few hours of sleep. Alpine was a small town with an even smaller police department, but she had a good group of officers. If they could keep the population calm, sidestep Stone, institute temporary measures—they could push through until things returned to normal.

      But how long would that take?

      Two days?

      Three?

      The following days passed in something of a blur. On Wednesday the electricity continued to flicker, and it was completely off by Thursday morning. Stone sent two city workers to Marfa, two more to Fort Davis, and a final two to Marathon. None of them returned. There was still no word from the ambulances that had left on Tuesday. Strangely, the phones that were landlines came back on, but only local calls could go in or out.

      The water shut off Thursday afternoon, and the Grocery Mart closed on the same day—this time because there was nothing left to sell. Later that evening Dr. Fielder died of a heart attack. To Tanda it felt as if the punches were coming so hard and fast that she barely had time to recover from them, let alone absorb them or respond in a measured way.

      She spoke with Logan two more times. He didn’t have any answers, though their questions were multiplying.

      No one from FRA showed up to investigate the train crash. The crumpled cars remained scattered across the tracks, a reminder of the day the world changed.
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        * * *

      

      On Friday morning, Tanda walked into the Alpine Police Department an hour before her shift began.

      “Morning, Chief.”

      “Johnson.”

      Conor seemed the least phased by all that had happened. It was almost as if he had expected it. Was that what came from a generation raised on apocalyptic video games and disaster movies?

      “What did I miss?”

      She picked up the coffee carafe and felt the bottom of the glass. Cold.

      “Power’s still out.”

      “Still trying to make those calls?”

      “Yup. Nothing’s gone through. Occasionally I get a ringing that no one answers. Most of the time there’s simply a click. I’m rotating through adjacent municipalities, state offices, and federal agencies.”

      Left unsaid was the question that was swiftly rising to the top of all others. Was there anyone out there? If so, why couldn’t they reach them? Why had no one come to check on Alpine? Why was no one looking for those missing trains and missing people?

      Their small town sat on a high plateau, at an elevation of 4500 feet, and surrounded by the Chihuahuan Desert. Their location was the crossroads of three scenic highways—67, 90, and 118. Fort Davis lay to the north, Marfa to the west, and Marathon to the east. All of them were smaller than Alpine. Big Bend National Park sat eighty miles to the south, on the border of Texas and Mexico, surrounded by 1100 square miles of desert.

      They were isolated and in the dark.

      “Any in-coming calls?”

      “Only Mr. Grant.” Simon Grant was one of the few residents of Alpine with a land line.

      “And?”

      “Heard something in the alley behind his house. Rodriguez went to check it out, then ride the circuit. He’s due back in the next few minutes.”

      They’d switched to horses the day before. Each cruiser had a nearly full tank of gas, but Tanda had the distinct impression that they might need them for more important things than routine welfare checks. When would a fuel truck come through? What had actually happened? The lack of information was more than concerning. She’d give her left arm for five minutes on the internet.

      No one was bartering Wi-Fi for body parts though, so she thanked Conor and walked into her office. She tried the light switch and was again surprised when nothing happened. Some habits stuck like gum to your shoe.

      She’d been at her desk less than twenty minutes when Melinda Stone sailed through the open door and perched on the chair across from her. Somehow their mayor still managed to dress as if she were expected at a corporate board meeting. Did she have a generator that allowed her to steam clean her skirts and iron her blouse? Stone’s only concession to the situation they were in…situation being as far as she was willing to go in accepting their current circumstances…was a color-coordinated, designer scarf tied around her hair.

      “Mayor.”

      “Tanda, what are you doing about our medical emergency?”

      “What would you like me to do about it?”

      “Replace Fielder, obviously.”

      “The man’s been dead less than twenty-four hours.”

      “Well unless you expect him to rise again, I don’t see how the amount of time that has lapsed matters.”

      “And I don’t see how it’s my job to find a replacement.”

      “Fine. I’ll put Cason on it.” Stone popped out of her chair as if she had a dozen meetings to attend.

      Tanda held up a hand. “Tell me what you want me to do.” The only thing worse than doing Stone’s bidding was knowing Cason was handling it. He wasn’t corrupt as much as he was clueless. Tanda was learning that one could be as bad as the other.

      Stone pulled a file folder from her Gucci shoulder bag and pushed it across Tanda’s desk. “Get me this guy.”

      “Get him?”

      “Dr. Miles Turner. He lives up Old Ranch Road.”

      Tanda leafed through the contents of the file—only a few sheets, but it held Dr. Turner’s entire life.

      “Where did you get this?”

      “From my files.”

      “Why do you have it?”

      Stone rolled her eyes, something that looked ridiculous on a woman of her age. “Does that really matter?”

      “It does.”

      “We keep an eye on newcomers.”

      “He’s been here a year. Well before you were in office.”

      “But not before I began my campaign. And stop looking at me that way. It’s perfectly legal. Any person can run a background check on any other person. Besides, it’s not as if court is in session. Court may never be in session again.” She said it as if the idea didn’t send a chill down her back, as if the lack of courts and legal process didn’t concern her one bit. “He’s hiding up there, and we need him down here. Promise him whatever you have to in order to convince him.”

      “What if he doesn’t want to be convinced?”

      “We both know how persuasive you can be, Tanda. If you have to, cast an Indian spell on him.”

      Tanda was too tired to be properly offended by the dig to her heritage. She didn’t favor the mayor with a response.

      “Just get him down here, before people realize that we’re in the middle of a real crisis without a doctor.”

      Stone sailed out of the office much as she’d sailed in, leaving nothing behind except the faint scent of her perfume, which no doubt cost more than Tanda’s entire gun belt.

      “Johnson.”

      Conor appeared in her doorway with the enthusiasm of a Labrador puppy. “Whatcha need, Chief?”

      “When Makowski gets back, tell him I want to see him.”

      “Sure thing.”

      She spent the next twenty minutes carefully reading the file Stone had dropped on her desk.

      Miles Turner, age forty-one, graduated from Johns Hopkins with a medical degree and took a position at MD Anderson in Houston. The attached photo showed a Caucasian male with a strong profile and a touch of gray hair at the temples. Five foot, ten inches, one hundred and seventy-five pounds. Solid but not overly so. Happy. In the picture he looked happy. How many years ago had the photo been taken?

      The next sheet explained that his wife and daughter had been killed three years earlier in a random shooting. Though the police had arrived on the scene as it was happening and captured the shooter, it took another two years for the perp’s trial to proceed. He’d killed eight and injured three more.

      Killed eight.

      Tanda tapped her pen against the case summary.

      The jury deliberated less than 90 minutes. Carl Bolin was currently incarcerated at the maximum-security prison in Huntsville, awaiting the day of his execution.

      Dr. Turner had moved to the Alpine area eleven months ago and purchased a place on Old Ranch Road. There wasn’t much out that way. Actually, there wasn’t anything except scrub brush. What was he living in?

      Obviously, he’d checked out of modern living.

      Tanda didn’t blame him, but now it was her job to bring him into the fold. She didn’t want to do it. She’d rather leave him up there, nursing his wounds. But Stone was right—they needed a doctor.

      Twenty minutes later she was in the saddle, riding Roxy. Stan Makowski sat easily atop a mare named Sofia. The day was warm, the sun already blazing. The horses were mostly used in parades and at stock shows. Tanda had the distinct feeling that the days of parades and stock shows were behind them.

      If Roxy and Sofia were perturbed about the change in their routine, they didn’t show it.

      Stan Makowski was two years younger than Tanda, half a foot taller, and fifty pounds heavier. Like her, he’d never lived anywhere except Alpine. They both knew the backroads as well as the highways. More importantly, Stan was solid—physically and otherwise. She never had any doubt that he had her back.

      In any situation, he was too willing to go to bat for her.

      He would risk his life to save hers. There was no doubt about that. But Tanda didn’t need saving. What she needed was an officer who could follow her lead and react quickly when the situation called for it. Stan could and would do both. On more than one occasion she’d promised his wife, Zoey, that she’d bring Stan back in one piece. They were expecting their fourth child.

      “You really think you can bring him down?”

      “I don’t know,” she admitted.

      “I saw this guy once. At least I think it was him. He’d come to town to pick up chicken feed. Must have been last fall, when Zoey went on her natural kick and bought six hens. I guess she has the last laugh now.”

      “Stone says to promise Dr. Turner whatever it takes.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “I honestly don’t know.”

      “She have a storehouse of stuff we don’t know about?”

      “It wouldn’t surprise me if she did.”

      The trip to Old Ranch Road would have taken seven minutes in the cruiser. Riding horseback, it took a good half hour. Tanda didn’t mind. As they ascended the old caliche road, she stopped her mount, turned it, and looked back. In the distance, sunlight bounced off the train wreckage.

      Stan pulled off his hat, wiped at the sweat trickling down his face, then resettled the hat. “Think we’ll ever know what happened?”

      “Yes. Someday I think we’ll know.”

      “But not today.”

      “Nope.”

      Fifteen minutes later they took a narrow lane to the east. She’d never been down that particular lane. She certainly didn’t realize there was an old log cabin or anyone living there. Then they rounded a bend where a man was standing on the front porch.

      Miles Turner looked as if he was waiting for them.
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      “She’s ridden up to talk to the doctor.”

      “You’re sure.”

      “Saw her leave myself. Took Stan Makowski with her.”

      Melinda Stone picked up her Montblanc pen and sat back in her chair. She studied the pen, turning it round and round. “I don’t know exactly what we’re facing, but my concern is that Chief Lopez won’t be up to handling whatever lies ahead.”

      “She seems to be doing all right.”

      “Seems to be isn’t quite as strong an endorsement as I’d like. We could be in a precarious position here, and now...now might be the moment to cement our place on top of the dog pile.” She waved a hand, dismissing the person standing in front of her. “Keep your eyes and ears open. Report back to me tomorrow, or sooner if there’s something I should know.”

      When she was alone in her office, Melinda stared out the second-story window. She hadn’t wanted to come to this town. She certainly hadn’t wanted to be mayor of it. Her husband, whom she’d divorced six months after arriving, had thought it was God’s green acres. Looking out across Alpine now, she didn’t see much green.

      Gerald hadn’t been surprised by the divorce. He’d packed up and moved without a fuss, claiming north and west was where all the action was.

      He’d been mistaken about that.

      There was plenty of action in this southwestern corner of Texas. People were literally flocking to the state in light of rising taxes and exorbitant land prices on the east and west coast. There was now a 27,000-acre resort in Lajitas, which included a PGA Championship golf course. That combined with a growing art community throughout the area, meant the entire southwest tip of Texas was primed for explosive growth.

      Alpine was teetering on the tip of an economic boom.

      Melinda found that the small town of Alpine had grown on her. She thought of it as her private little kingdom. People were surprisingly simple to manipulate, and they needed her. Left to their own devices, they’d scatter and starve like a litter of kittens whose mother had been run over on the side of the road.

      That’s where the analogy ended though, because she wasn’t their mother and she didn’t plan on being run over. She wasn’t going anywhere.

      This town needed her.

      As for this present catastrophe, she would be surprised if it lasted another forty-eight hours. When the news crews rolled into town wanting the full and exclusive story, Melinda Stone would be there to greet them.
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      Miles Turner hadn’t had a single visitor since he’d moved into the old hunting cabin, which was fine with him. The cabin’s isolated location was the reason he’d purchased it. He didn’t want visitors. He didn’t want to be reminded that for some, life continued to progress normally.

      He also hadn’t wanted a dog, but Zeus had adopted him. The mutt was definitely a Heinz 57, with a strong dose of Labrador. He’d alerted Miles to their visitors a good five minutes before they appeared in his clearing.

      “Miles Turner? Dr. Miles Turner?” The woman looked to be in her thirties and was either Hispanic, Indian, or both. Her black hair was tied back and she wore an Alpine Police Department uniform, as did the rather large man at her side.

      “I am.” His voice sounded strange to his ears. How many days did he go without speaking? Unless he said something to Zeus, there was no need for words.

      “I’m the Alpine Chief of Police, Tanda Lopez. This is Officer Stan Makowski.”

      Stan raised a hand in greeting, which Miles did not return.

      “As police officers, I’m sure you both saw and understood the No Trespassing sign at the end of my lane.”

      “We need to speak with you, Dr. Turner.”

      “Why?”

      “That’s rather complicated. May we come in?”

      He didn’t want to invite them into his cabin, and he certainly wasn’t going to offer them iced tea. He did, however, realize that the determined expression on the pretty face of Chief Lopez meant it would be quicker to hear her out than to argue, so he nodded.

      They dismounted and tied their horses to a nearby cedar tree.

      Miles didn’t care why they were there, though he did wonder why they’d ridden horses instead of driving a cruiser. They followed him into the single-room cabin. The five-hundred-foot structure had been built a hundred years ago of native stone. It kept the heat out in the summer and the warmth in during the winter. This morning the temperature inside was a good ten degrees cooler than outside.

      He only had the single chair, which he motioned her toward. Makowski stood at the door, arms crossed, eyes alert. Miles leaned against the kitchen counter, but he didn’t speak.

      He waited.

      He’d become very good at waiting.

      As the police chief studied him, he noticed the dark circles under her eyes. Insomniac? Alcoholic? People thought alcoholics slept a lot, and some did. Some passed out for long periods of time. Others found that after the initial buzz from their drink of choice, they were agitated and unable to sleep. Tanda Lopez was not agitated. She didn’t jiggle a leg or fiddle with her hands.

      She seemed uncertain as to how to begin the conversation.

      “I have no idea what your complicated situation is, but I can assure you that I’ll be no help.”

      “I hope that isn’t true.” She met his gaze, didn’t blink, didn’t look away. “Let’s put that aside for now. Are you aware of the events of the last few days?”

      He shrugged. A coyote had taken one of his chickens. His green bean plants were beginning to blossom, and he’d had to mend the fence on the back side of his property. He doubted she was referring to any of those things.

      “Are you completely off the grid here?”

      “I have a generator. Come to town once a month for diesel.”

      “Where do you get your water?”

      “Natural spring in the back.” He kept his answers short and to the point. He didn’t see how any of this was her business, or what it could possibly have to do with her complicated situation.

      “On Tuesday an Amtrak passenger train collided with a BNSF freight train. You didn’t hear it?”

      “I heard something. Didn’t know it was a train.”

      “Eight were killed.”

      The number poked at him like a hot iron. He didn’t answer her, didn’t respond in any way.

      “Another two dozen were injured.”

      “Is that what this is about?”

      “You are a doctor.”

      How did she know that?

      It didn’t matter.

      “I’m sure you have physicians in town who can handle the situation, or you could medivac them to San Angelo or Midland.” Even as he spoke, he knew that could not be why she was here. Three days ago? The injured would be stabilized or dead by now.

      “Authorities never came to investigate the crash. No one has arrived to pick up the bodies which we are now burying because there’s no power to keep them refrigerated in the morgue. Communication, power, and water are out.”

      “From a train wreck?”

      “We sent ambulances to Fort Stockton. They never returned. We also sent out three separate groups of city workers—in three different directions. They haven’t been heard from either.”

      “I don’t understand what you’re telling me.”

      “Yeah. It’s a little hard to grasp.”

      “Still haven’t grasped it myself.” Makowski adjusted his gun belt, no doubt relieving the pressure on his sciatica.

      “We’re doing the best we can, Dr. Turner, in a very unusual situation. Yesterday our only physician died.”

      “You only had one physician?”

      “We had more, of course. All but Dr. Fielder were out of town at a conference.” Tanda took in a single deep breath, and he understood that the circles under her eyes were from this weight she was carrying—the weight of Alpine.

      “I can’t help you.”

      “You’re a physician. You graduated from Johns Hopkins and worked at MD Anderson.”

      “How do you know that?”

      “Mayor Stone has asked me to come up and appeal to you.”

      “I don’t practice medicine anymore.”

      “She’s authorized me to promise you whatever compensation you need⁠—”

      “I don’t want your money.”

      Chief Lopez didn’t answer that. She waited.

      Makowski finally said, “You’ll need feed for your chickens and dog food. The stores shelves are empty, but Mayor Stone has said she’ll provide whatever you need. All we’re asking is that you come to town and help.”

      “I can’t do that.”

      Lopez and Makowski stared at him. Miles didn’t expect them to understand. How could they? But neither was he swayed by their story. Perhaps they were being overly dramatic. The situation couldn’t be as bad as they described. Life didn’t change that drastically in three days. But even as that thought passed through his mind, he realized that his had. One summer morning three years ago his life had changed irrevocably.

      “I’d like you to leave.”

      Lopez exchanged a glance with Makowski and nodded once. He stepped outside, probably to fetch their horses. Miles walked out onto the porch, and Lopez had no choice but to follow.

      “We wouldn’t ask if we weren’t desperate.”

      He didn’t answer.

      He didn’t acknowledge what she’d said in any way.

      “Makowski, he has three kids and his wife Zoey is due with their fourth next month. My abuela who is nearing ninety. She needs insulin every day, and I’m not sure what we’re supposed to do when what we have runs out. We have six thousand souls in Alpine, and we need a doctor.”

      Miles ran his hand through his hair which now reached his collar. “It can’t be as bad as you’re describing.”

      “It is.”

      “What are they saying on the news?”

      “There is no news, Dr. Turner. No internet. No information. We’re flying blind here, and we’re doing the best we can.” She studied him a moment, then looked out over his property. “We need a physician. The only one we could find is you. I trust you’ll at least think about it.”

      He shook his head once, hoped it portrayed with absolute certainty that he was not the man for the job. He wasn’t the man for any job. Some days he couldn’t even force himself to get out of bed. That happened less frequently than it had, but it still happened. The last thing he was capable of being was a doctor.

      “Just think about it,” she reiterated, and then she walked down his porch steps, mounted her horse, and she was gone.

      Six thousand souls.

      An interesting choice of words. That would be the Native American in her speaking—her root family’s dialect. Did she believe in souls? Did she believe there was something beyond this? He stared out over the scrub brush until he saw the two horses carrying two riders come out of the turn and begin their descent down Old Ranch Road. He called to Zeus, retrieved a fishing pole from the shed, and walked to the pond at the back of his property.

      A man still had to eat, even if the world had gone off the tracks. Not that he believed Chief Lopez. Something had happened, no doubt. And the part about needing a doctor—that rang true. But the rest? No internet or phones? He glanced up at the clear blue Texas sky. Perhaps there was some sort of satellite malfunction, but the government would clear it up.

      No one needed his help.

      He’d bet all the fish in his pond on that.
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      Tanda worked through the weekend. On Saturday there was a rumbling that she first thought was an earthquake. It lasted less than a minute. She was at the police department when another rumble caused the items on her bookshelf to fall over. Johnson stood in the doorway to her office, eyes wide and locked on the ceiling, as if he could focus hard enough to see what was happening.

      It ended and they both let out a breath of relief.

      “Any idea what that was, Chief?”

      “None.”

      It was the not-knowing that set her teeth on edge. She told herself she could handle anything if she only knew what it was, but that might have been more wishful thinking than actual fact.

      She took time off Sunday afternoon to visit her family. While riding Roxy to her parents, another rumbling occurred. This time she was able to search the sky, and she thought she saw an object—something shiny and arching toward the northeast. Was there a tail of fire trailing behind it? She shaded her eyes and focused with every ounce of her attention, but she couldn’t see any additional details. The object, whatever it was, simply disappeared from sight.

      She hadn’t imagined it though. Roxy had danced to the left, tossing her head and neighing in an anxious pitch.

      “It’s all right girl.” She patted the mare’s neck and waited for her to settle before continuing on.

      Her abuela couldn’t understand what everyone was so excited about.

      “We lived without all of that before.” She waved a wrinkled hand toward the sky. “We can live without it again.”

      “How are you feeling, Abuela?”

      “Don’t you worry about me, Tanda Kaliska.”

      Tanda winced at the use of her full name, but her grandmother simply smiled until her eyes crinkled into slits. “It is your nature, I know. But this is not your burden to carry, nieta.”

      “Just doing my job.”

      “No, you are not. You’re trying to do everyone’s job, and that is several jobs too many. You are but one woman. Don’t forget that.”

      Tanda didn’t have an answer for her abuela. The woman was eighty-nine, had shrunk two inches from her full height of five foot, four inches, and couldn’t weigh a hundred pounds. Tanda loved her more than life itself. Her grandmother represented everything that was good and right and precious about her family. For Tanda, she seemed to provide a bridge from their collective past to this present world they lived in.

      Her mother called them in for a late lunch—thick slices of ham, pan-fried potatoes, and black beans. Her pop spoke of the garden and plans to hunt for quail.

      “It’s not quail season yet.”

      “I’m pretty sure it’s shoot-anything-you-can season since the Grocery Mart closed.”

      She didn’t know how to respond to that. Had she even seen their game warden since the crash? She didn’t think so. Were the hunting laws temporarily suspended? Doubtful.

      “Any idea what the falling objects are?” Her pop raised his eyes to hers and waited.

      Tanda was somehow touched by that, his seeking answers from her. She’d always felt like a little girl around him, but in this case she was the police chief, and he was worried.

      “No idea. I’m not even completely sure they are falling objects.” She thought again of the shiny object she might have seen. “I thought I saw something on the ride up here, and earlier—in my office—there was a rumbling that felt like a minor earthquake.”

      She’d seen a report the month before stating that over seventy earthquakes had occurred in the last year in or near the Alpine area. Most were too small to even be felt. Residents chalked it up to fracking if they thought about it at all.

      “Or maybe it is falling objects.” She continued to cut her ham, wondering what could be tumbling out of the sky.

      “Planes?”

      “Maybe. Though I’d think there would be a more obvious crash.”

      As she was helping to wash the dishes, her mother said, “I want you to go and see your brother.”

      “Why?”

      “Because I’m worried about him.”

      “Okay.” No other reason was really needed. “I can go tomorrow.”

      “Today, please.”

      Tanda had meant to go back to work, make sure that everything was running smoothly—which of course it wasn’t.

      You’re trying to do everyone’s job, and that is several jobs too many.

      “All right. Yeah, of course.”

      Fortunately Roxy seemed content to turn away from town instead of toward it. Keme lived in a double-wide trailer on the south side of Alpine. She’d tried to convince him to sell the place, move in closer, but he’d refused. Lucy was a professor of literature at Sul Ross. Her specialty was poetry. She looked out of place in the trailer, but she’d never once complained about it. If Keme was there, Lucy was satisfied. They had that kind of love and dedication to one another.

      As for her brother, he made his living doing odd jobs for people and raising his children in the old way. Sometimes she thought her niece and nephew appreciated that. Other times she sensed they were embarrassed by it.

      They didn’t seem to have suffered from their upbringing, but both Akule and Paco had certainly searched for their own path. The oldest, Paco, married a white woman who Tanda had only met once. They now had two children, and the family lived in Dallas. Akule, Keme’s daughter, had tried attending college in Austin, dropped out after a year, bounced around the state for some time, and finally settled down at a job in Alpine. She lived on the east side of town in a small apartment with two other girls. Tanda made a mental note to check on her.

      Now it was just Keme and his wife Lucy, living alone and representing an odd amalgamation of the old ways and the new. Tanda supposed that since the crash, they all were.

      She tied Roxy’s lead rope to a shade tree, promising her treats as soon as they were home. Fortunately, she lived only a few blocks from headquarters and the adjacent horse stables. She could return the horse to its paddock and walk home. She hadn’t used her private vehicle since the day before the train wreck, though she did start it one night just to make sure it would work.

      “Tanda.” Lucy embraced her before she was through the front door. Her sister-in-law was the same height as Tanda but rounder. She’d recently dyed the tips of her hair with turquoise streaks, and she was wearing jeans and a t-shirt that said

      
        
        
        Life: It goes on. ~Robert Frost.

      

      

      

      “It’s good you came. We’ve been worried about you.”

      Tanda laughed. “Mom’s worried about Keme. Sent me here to check on him.”

      “It’s not me you need to check on.” Her brother stood between the kitchen and the living room. He looked solid and healthy and sober.

      The fear that she’d been harboring, the fear that he’d relapsed, fled, leaving her feeling simply grateful.

      She returned his hug, though it was a bit like being embraced by a giant. They both had their mother’s dark hair and brooding Kiowa eyes. Keme had inherited their father’s height. All that Tanda was sure she’d inherited from her pop was his Spanish temper.

      “Who should I be checking on then?”

      “Your government. Make no mistake that they are behind this.”

      Lucy wagged her hands back and forth in mock frustration. “You talk to him, and maybe he’ll stop pestering me with his conspiracy theories.”

      “Pestering? When Alpine has been scattered away like so much dust, you’ll be depending on me to bring you rabbit for dinner.”

      “Lucy’s a better shot than you are, Keme.”

      “And now you gang up on me.” But he smiled, relieving the last of her worry.

      Things were good here. She followed him back into the kitchen, and Lucy joined them for a cup of coffee. He’d brought in a butane cookstove and hooked it up on the counter. He noticed her checking to see that he’d properly cracked the window near it and shook his head. “You don’t have to worry about us.”

      “So I see.” They spoke of food supplies—both he and their parents had enough to last a month, maybe longer, medication—he and Lucy didn’t take any, but they too were concerned about Abuela’s insulin, and neighbors. Two of Keme’s had left in the middle of the night.

      “Any idea where they went?”

      “John was headed south to Big Bend. Said it was the best place to be when society collapses.”

      “John always was an optimist.”

      “Franklin was going to try to connect with family in San Angelo.”

      Tanda studied her coffee, then downed the rest of it, not willing to let the caffeine go to waste. “I hope they make it.”

      “As do we.”

      “Any word from Paco or Akule?”

      “Paco called before the train crash, but we haven’t heard from him since. Akule stopped by yesterday. She seemed okay.”

      “What about Sul Ross?”

      Lucy shrugged. “You know I don’t teach summer courses.”

      “But has the school sent out an email...” Tanda stopped mid-sentence, realizing what a stupid question that was. As if anyone could read their email.

      Lucy stood and gathered up the coffee cups. “I am going to tend to my garden. The fresh vegetables will be a nice addition to the canned food. Tanda, you come stay with us if you need to.”

      “Thank you.”

      They all knew she wouldn’t.

      When the front screen door had slapped shut after Lucy, Keme stood. “There’s something I want to show you.”

      Keme’s office had always been a strange collection of the old and the new—much like he was. Shelves were filled with water sticks, deer antlers, rocks of various shapes and sizes, and the requisite arrow heads. He’d built a work table across the length of two of the walls, forming an L shape. The workspace was covered with various pieces of computer equipment. Keme was a whiz with electronic things.

      “Is any of this working?”

      “Not really, not since Tuesday.”

      She peered at his computer monitor when he turned it on. “How are you on the internet?”

      “I’m not.”

      “But you don’t have electricity.”

      “I have a back-up battery. Every computer geek has one of those.” He smiled at her, but there was sadness in it.

      Tanda wondered about what he was about to show her.

      Wondered if she had the strength to handle one more thing.

      “These are screen shots of the windows I had open the day of the crash. When my computer froze, my backup system took screen shots of every open window. It’s a program I wrote. Comes in handy more than you’d imagine.”

      “Okay, but why are you showing me this? I’m not following how it’s related to…well, anything.”

      “Sit down, and let me walk you through it.” She sat in his office chair. He snagged a stool from the kitchen and sat down close so that they were shoulder to shoulder and both in front of the computer. “The trains crashed midmorning on Tuesday, right?”

      “At 11:02.”

      “This is a screenshot of the stock exchange at …” He reached for the mouse, clicked on a box, and enlarged one of the images. “Ten fifty. See this drop? The entire market plummeted, twelve minutes before the train crash. Eighty percent loss. That’s unprecedented.”

      “And you think it’s related?”

      “I think it’s all related.”

      “Huh.” She didn’t know what else to say. What could a stock drop have to do with a train crash in west Texas?

      He scrolled and clicked on another window. “This is a news station I monitor. Look. This message was displayed at 10:30. That’s a full 32 minutes before the Amtrack crash.”

      Tanda peered at the plain blue screen with Please Stand By displayed in a large font. Beneath it was a banner which read, “We are experiencing technical problems at this time.”

      “Okay. You’re saying that something happened—nationally—to the internet.”

      “I don’t know how far the effects reached, but I am ninety percent sure that it started in the cyberworld.”

      “But the news is…it’s just the news.”

      “It’s brought into our homes via satellite. Nearly everything we watch is satellite based now. Local stations barely exist.”

      “So you think…” She stopped, shook her head. “What are you suggesting, Keme?

      “That everything’s down.”

      “Here?”

      “Everywhere.” He leaned forward and tapped the computer screen. “Everything we depend on in modern society—from stock markets to news to communication—it’s all down.”

      Her heart beat faster and her mind scrambled to catch up, but she couldn’t make the pieces fit together. This event—whatever it was—had all started Tuesday morning. It had started, according to Keme’s screenshots, before they’d even been aware. “The train crash…”

      “Trains depend on computer guidance to determine their speed and warn them of approaching vehicles.”

      “Only it didn’t.”

      “It couldn’t if everything had gone off-line.”

      Tanda frowned at the screen. Somehow, she’d assumed that whatever was happening was limited to their area, that soon someone would come riding in or helicoptering in, apologizing for their tardiness, and explaining that they had come to get Alpine up and running again. “You think everything’s down?”

      “Everything.”

      “Like…”

      “Like, everything. Look at this.” He pulled up a third and final screen. “This was trending on Twitter, less than an hour before the crash. I clicked on it at…” He checked the time stamp on the screen. “Fourteen minutes after ten.”

      “What am I looking at?”

      “Video footage of a plane crash.”

      “What?” She leaned closer and made out the image of a woman—frightened, about to die. Behind her were other passengers who understood that the end had come. It was a terrifying tableau. It was unconscionable for this to be floating around on social media, though she supposed that all of those platforms were now also down. “Who is this?”

      “Some lady flying a direct flight from London to Austin.”

      “And her plane crashed?”

      “Over the Atlantic. They were a couple hours into the flight. She was live-streaming and then it just…it just stopped.”

      Tanda sat back in her chair, spun it around so that she was staring at the rain sticks and rocks…things that seemed infinitely more real than the images on Keme’s screen.

      Finally, she looked at her brother. “I don’t know what any of that means.”

      “I don’t think anyone does.” He clicked off the computer monitor.

      “Explain to me how that’s working.”

      “Back-up battery which is being charged by our generator.” When she only stared at him, he said, “We have a generator. Don’t you?”

      “I’m in an apartment, Keme. No, I don’t have a generator.”

      “How’s that working out for you?”

      “It’s fine.”

      “Really? Because you can come stay out here. We have plenty of room.”

      “I like being near work.”

      “Okay.”

      She stood, walked through the trailer as if she were passing through a murky dream. Keme followed her out the front door. She waved goodbye to Lucy who was still working the garden, then untethered her horse.

      “Cops on horses.” Keme gave the horse a scratch on the forehead, laughed when Roxy nodded appreciatively. “It really is the end of the world.”

      But Tanda wasn’t ready to laugh about their situation, not after all that he’d just shown her. She stood next to her horse. Roxy pulled against the reins, ready to go, to be home—fed and stabled.

      “What you showed me, it proves that it’s not just Alpine that’s unplugged. It’s everyone.”

      “I think so, yeah.”

      “Which means no one is coming to help us.”

      “I wouldn’t expect the cavalry. Not for a long time anyway.”

      She hesitated, thought of the way her pop had looked at her, and pushed through with the question. “The earthquakes, or crashes, or whatever…are those related too?”

      “They would have to be.”

      “And your conspiracy theory?”

      He looked as if he wouldn’t answer that particular question, studied her a moment, and then asked a question of his own. “What could have caused something of this magnitude?”

      “I don’t know.” Her heart rate again accelerated. “Terrorism?”

      “If you’re asking me, and I’m a computer geek, Tanda, not an analyst, but it seems to me that it would have to be one of three things.” He ticked him off on his fingers. “Domestic terrorism…”

      “An attack from within, against our infrastructure.”

      “International terrorism.”

      “An attack from without, which could mean we’re at war.”

      “Or a natural disaster.”

      She thought about what Logan had said about the cars working. “Not a solar flare.”

      “No, not that.”

      “What else is there?”

      Keme shrugged, stepped back from her horse. “I’ve blown your mind enough for one afternoon. We’ll talk about it next time.”

      She hugged him once more, swung up into her saddle and made her way home. Tired as she was, she couldn’t sleep that night. Every time she’d drop off, she’d see the image of the woman’s face, terrified as her plane plummeted toward the cold waters of the Atlantic. Tanda tossed and turned, and finally gave up the fight and threw back her covers.

      She made a cup of herbal tea, grateful that her stove was gas powered, and even tried reading an old Elmer Kelton novel on her e-reader. Then she realized that her e-reader wouldn’t be working much longer, so she clicked it off and dressed for work. She was at her desk before six a.m.

      There wasn’t much to do—no paper work or reports to file since the computer system was down. She’d taken to keeping notes in an old log book that the chief before her had used. Even so, there wasn’t much to log. People were behaving themselves, for now. If they were to see what was on Keme’s computer, she wasn’t sure how they’d react.

      Would they panic?

      Would they turn on one another?

      This was Alpine though. Sure, there was tension between the hippy art community and the old-time ranchers, but when times were hard, they pulled together. At least they had in the past.

      “Chief. I think you’re going to want to see this.”

      Conor sounded more amused than worried. She took the time to close the log book and place it in her bottom drawer, then joined him at the front window.

      “That your doctor?”

      “Yup.”

      “I guess he’s bringing his dog to work.”

      “I guess he is.”
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      Miles stepped into the police station, surprised that there were only two people there—Chief Lopez and a young man who looked barely old enough to carry a gun.

      The young man behind the desk stood and offered his hand. “Conor Johnson. You must be Doc Turner. Good to meet you.”

      Miles shook his hand, his gaze travelling from the young officer to the neatly organized workspace to Tanda Lopez.

      “Let’s step into my office.”

      He signaled to Zeus to stay, but Chief Lopez only smiled. “Bring him with you. We’re patrolling on horses. Our town doctor might as well have a canine assistant.”

      It had been a long time since he’d stepped inside anything resembling a professional building. As he followed Chief Lopez into her office, his mind wanted to flip back to the last time he was in a police station, but he shut that door in his mind firmly.

      “Coffee?” Chief Lopez held up a thermos. “I make it at home on my gas stove.”

      “I’d love some.” His voice was gravelly. He cleared it, then tried again. “Thank you.”

      He hooked a thumb back toward the front desk. “Are you sure he’s old enough to be an officer?”

      “Yeah. I checked him out before I hired him.”

      She poured him a mug full of steaming coffee, then left the office and came back with a bowl of water for Zeus. The dog looked to Miles for permission.

      “Go ahead,” Miles said.

      Zeus didn’t have to be told twice. He lapped up the water, then flopped onto the floor, legs spread out in front of him.

      “Your dog still alive?”

      “I think so.”

      The coffee was exactly what he needed. He savored it, not anxious to begin this conversation now that he was sitting across from Chief Lopez.

      She looked out the window as if she were searching for something, then turned her attention back to him. “I hope you’re here because you’ve had a change of heart.”

      “I’m not sure.” He stared into the coffee. “But after your visit, well…let’s just say my need-to-know was piqued. Any updates?”

      “None.”

      “I saw the trains.”

      “Yeah. That’s a real mess.”

      “Why hasn’t it been cleaned up?”

      “We don’t have the kind of heavy machinery needed to move those freight cars. Usually the FRA⁠—”

      “Who?”

      “Federal Railroad Administration. Usually, they’d have investigators on site within hours. Obviously, in a standard emergency situation, they don’t want the scene messed with—not that we’ve had a train crash in Alpine before, but we’ve been trained for what we’re expected to do should one occur.”

      “Your training is to do what?”

      “Treat injuries. If anything’s on fire, put it out. That’s pretty much it. The FRA reaches out to contractors who come and clean it up.”

      “But you haven’t heard from them?”

      “Nope.”

      “And the other stuff—phones, electric, water…”

      Tanda tapped the thermos. “We’re getting by, but yes…everything’s still out, and the situation becomes a little more challenging every day.”

      “Any idea what’s caused it all?”

      She shifted in her chair and her eyes darted to a family picture on her desk. “There are a few theories, but those are pretty preliminary. I’m not comfortable sharing them at this point.”

      “Fair enough.” As a physician, he didn’t always tell a patient his immediate theories. He waited until testing confirmed what he suspected was wrong.

      “I’m going to be honest with you, Dr. Turner.”

      “Miles.” He didn’t know why he said that. He wasn’t inviting familiarity, but it felt safer than her reminding him that he was a doctor with every greeting. Then again, he was here to do that very thing, so what was the point in hiding from it? “Just…Miles is fine.”

      “Okay, and please call me Tanda.” She waited for him to nod. “I want to say, up front, that I’m sorry about your wife and daughter.”

      She watched him, silently—waiting. She let him process the words, push back the pain.

      “How do you know about that?”

      Instead of answering, she placed both her hands on the table—one on top of the other. He almost laughed that he’d first wondered if she was an alcoholic. She was one of the calmest persons he’d ever been around. Calm and...intentional, that was the word he was looking for.

      “I can understand why a person would want to just…go off the grid. But in this case, we need each other.”

      Miles wasn’t sure about that. Did he need these people? He’d been doing fine in his cabin on Old Ranch Road. He and Zeus were pretty self-sufficient. Not completely though, and that was part of the reason he’d decided to come to town.

      “The stores are still closed?”

      “They are.”

      “But you have some supplies.”

      “Yes. We have emergency supplies. Since this is still largely a farming and ranching town, a portion of those supplies includes seed and feed.”

      “I’ll need chicken feed. Fifty pounds once a month. And dog food.”

      Zeus whimpered in his sleep.

      “We can do that.”

      “You’re sure?”

      “I’ll find you what you need, Miles. I don’t make a promise unless I’m sure I can keep it.”

      He could see that was true. “I guess I’ll take your word then. I remember a medical center outside of town. Is that where you want me?”

      “Alpine has a regional medical center on 118. I’ve checked on them—there are only a few patients at the moment, and there are nurses still showing up for work.”

      “No doctors?”

      “No. Doc Fielder was the only one in town when the crash happened.”

      He thought leaving only one physician in town had been a bit short-sighted, but then no one could have envisioned their current situation.

      “I’d rather have you here, closer to the center of town, where people can get to you more easily.”

      There was something different about Tanda Lopez. She was certainly unlike any cop he’d ever met. Her manner was all business, but her eyes were soulful. It was a ridiculous thought, but that was what came to mind.

      “I’ll work three days a week. That’s the most I can give you.”

      “We’ll take it, and thank you.”

      “Where is⁠—”

      “Dr. Fielder’s office is a few buildings down the street.”

      “He died…of a heart attack?”

      “Yes.”

      “Okay.” He stood and whistled for Zeus, who stretched then clambered rather ungracefully to his feet.

      “I guess you walked this morning.”

      “I did.”

      “You have a Jeep…”

      “Yes, but I figured I should save the gas.”

      She nodded in approval. “Do you need a horse?”

      He laughed, and wasn’t that a foreign sound to his ears. “There’s a job perk I’ve never been offered, but no, thank you. We’ll walk.”

      Tanda held out her hand and he shook it. “I imagine you never expected to work for chicken feed either, but we are where we find ourselves.”

      We are where we find ourselves.

      That simple statement followed him as she walked with him out into a glorious June morning. Sunlight splattered across the street, the summer air was pleasantly cool, and a mourning dove called from its perch on a streetlight that no longer worked.

      He thought of his wife and daughter.

      Thought of the world he’d left—one that confused and devastated him.

      Thought of the refuge he’d created on Old Ranch Road.

      That refuge had been an illusion. It seemed there was no where he could go, no place remote enough that he could hide, no place where the troubles of the world wouldn’t find him.
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      Tanda left Dr. Miles Turner in the competent hands of Anita Sanchez. Anita had been Dr. Fielder’s assistant for the last twenty years. She was slim, Hispanic, and somewhat bossy. She could answer more questions about the community’s medical needs than Tanda could. Tanda looked back once before heading out onto the street. Anita was reaching down to scratch Zeus between the ears. Miles stood in the middle of the room, eyes locked on something far away.

      Thinking of his wife and daughter, perhaps.

      The pain on his face when she’d offered her condolences had made her want to pull back the words, but she didn’t like knowing something about a person that they weren’t aware she knew. It set an artificial tone to every conversation. Better to put it out in the open. At least she hoped it was better.

      Back at the station, Conor had been replaced by their receptionist, Edna. She had recently celebrated her fifty-fifth birthday, refused to put up with any type of nonsense, and was not intimidated by anyone or anything. She somehow brought a feeling of business-as-usual to the office. When Edna was at the desk, everyone knew that things were as they should be.

      Unfortunately, the peace of the morning didn’t last.

      At 9:25, a young boy sprinted to their office to report shots fired. By the time Tanda and Makowski followed him to the residence in question, the situation had escalated. Mrs. Benson’s dog had trampled Mr. Avery’s vegetable garden. Mr. Avery was threatening to shoot the pooch, and Mrs. Benson was having none of it. Tanda was afraid she was going to have to arrest them both, and she really didn’t want to take them back to a jail cell with no air conditioning.

      It took thirty minutes of negotiation, but Mrs. Benson finally agreed not to let Skipper out the front door unattended, and Mr. Avery agreed to put up his shotgun.

      The next call didn’t have such a happy ending.

      Since it was, indeed, a call, it could be one of only a few people. There were probably less than twelve folks in town who still had a land line.

      Edna took down the information and now stood at the door to Tanda’s office, reading what she’d written. “Simon Grant died during the night. His granddaughter went to check on him and found the body. She’s hysterical and insisting we send the ambulance over to pick him up.”

      “I’ll take care of it, Chief.” Regina Grant had just come on duty. “Want me to transport him to the morgue?”

      “No. Walk down to the fire house and ask the EMPs to pick him up in an ambulance.” The last thing they needed was for people to see them slinging corpses over the back of a horse. “Then go on over to his home and see if there’s anything else the family needs.”

      “You’ve got it.” Regina had joined the department with a bad attitude and three years of less-than-stellar law enforcement experience with the Houston PD. It had taken her a year to unlearn the bad lessons of her previous position, and another year to drop the chip from her shoulder. She still took herself a bit too seriously, but overall, Tanda thought that she had the potential to be a good officer.

      It bothered Tanda to know that the number of civilian deaths continued to increase. Their older population was vulnerable to heat strokes as well as dangerous repercussions from lack of medication. What could they do to avoid it? Her mind flashed to her abuela. She’d purchased her monthly supply of insulin the day before the crash, and her parents were keeping it cold by plugging a small refrigerator into their generator.

      What would happen to those people who had planned to fill their prescriptions this week? There wasn’t anything they could do. Was there? She’d ask Miles. Maybe they should start wellness checks on the older residents. But they were already spread thin with the reduction in EMP staff. There still hadn’t been a word from the people who had gone out the week before, gone with an ambulance full of injured to Fort Stockton. Had they even arrived? Had they been unable to come back?

      They might be able to do something like a neighborhood watch group—a check on your neighbor group. She started to pull out her phone to tap on NOTES, but charging the phone every day probably wasn’t the best use of her time or generator power. She walked around to her desk, opened the top drawer and pulled out a small pocket notepad. Turning the cover back, she started a list.

      The mayor had another meeting scheduled for the next day and the first public meeting scheduled for Wednesday. They needed to be ahead of as many of the upcoming problems as they could. Catching up was simply too hard.

      The questions piled on top of Tanda until she thought the weight would crush her. She grabbed her sunglasses and hat. “Going to patrol the business section. I’ll be back in twenty.”

      Edna waved and promised, “We’ll send up a flare if we need you.”

      The day had grown warmer. She purposely walked in the opposite direction of Dr. Fielder’s office. She didn’t want Miles to think she was checking up on him. Instead, she headed to the old business sectioned, circled the block, and then started back toward headquarters via a different side street.

      A shrill scream caused her to stop in the middle of the sidewalk and pivot back the way she’d come. The screaming intensified. A woman’s voice for certain.

      Tanda broke into a run.

      She arrived in time to see a twenty-something-year-old repeat offender attempting to yank a purse from a young mom’s hands. The mom was holding her baby in one arm and trying to shake off the thief with the other. A small dog darted back and forth in the grass, barking incessantly. No one was minding the little terrier. The woman and thief stood on the porch, playing tug-of-war with her purse.

      Owen Bradley—his name came to her in a flash—gave the strap one mighty yank, ripped it from the woman’s arms, and took off at a sprint. He turned in the direction of Tanda, who had her service revolver drawn.

      She shouted, “Stop, drop the purse, and put your hands in the air.”

      Owen skidded to a stop, tossed her a wild look, and tore off in the opposite direction. The combination of exhaustion, frustration, and outrage had Tanda sighting him down the barrel of her Glock.

      She almost did it.

      She almost pulled the trigger.

      Then the woman’s baby began to cry, pulling Tanda back to her senses. She holstered her weapon and took off after Owen. He was more than ten years younger, but he wasn’t exactly a specimen of health. Methamphetamines and weed had stolen that from him. She caught him in the next block, slammed him to the pavement, and cuffed him.

      “What did you go and do that for, Owen?”

      “I didn’t do nothing. Get off of me.”

      She frog-marched him back to the scene of the crime, tossed the purse to the woman whose baby was still crying, and told her that Officer Grant would be by with a complaint form later in the day.

      “Where you taking me?” Owen sputtered.

      “To jail. That’s where we put offenders.”

      “But I heard there weren’t no judges.”

      “The law’s still the law, Owen. You can’t just go around robbing people and expect to get away with it.”

      “Who said I robbed anybody?”

      She didn’t bother arguing. She was starting to regret her evening before—the tossing and the tea and the Elmer Kelton book. She was starting to believe her abuela was right about her attempting to do too much. She’d put Owen into a cell and decide what to do with him later. She’d finish her shift, and after that she planned to sleep for the next twelve hours.

      It wasn’t quite that simple.

      Someone cooking on a BBQ pit dropped a coal onto the ground, starting a grass fire that took the joint effort of the fire department and police department to put out.

      They used shovels and dirt and blankets to beat the flames into submission. Why weren’t they using water? They still had water the last time she checked. Before she could ask Chief Peters, she was called out to a domestic dispute, and then a break-in at Sam’s Bait and More shop.

      She made it back to her office in time to read a note from Ben Cason. The mayor’s meeting had been moved up. Tanda had twenty minutes to clean up, change her soot-covered, sweat-stained uniform, and walk to city hall.

      Something told her they’d entered a new phase of whatever this was. She only wished they had someone leading them besides Melinda Stone.
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      “She has one in the jail—a tweeker named Owen.”

      “What does she plan to do with him?”

      “No idea.”

      Melinda Stone stood at the windows, staring down at the people scurrying around like little ants. The first sign of trouble and people went into a panic. It had been less than a week and already law and order had begun to break down. It was a pity she wasn’t in charge of the police department.

      Though, actually, as mayor—she kind of was.

      “Anything else?”

      “No. Other than she seems pretty cozy with the new doc.”

      “Is that so?” Something to file away for a rainy day. A widowed doctor and a lonely police chief...that could be made to look like quite the scandal.

      “And the fire?” She’d been able to see the flames from her office window.

      “Out. Dixie Peters left two of her people on sight to watch for flare ups.”

      Dixie Peters. There was another ineffective woman in a position of leadership. Most days, Melinda felt as if she was the only one of her gender able to cope with the requirements of her job.

      “Did you relocate the bottled water to my store room?”

      “Ten cases, like you asked.”

      “I suppose that will do for now.” She couldn’t be expected to drink tap water, and since it seemed all deliveries were halted it was a matter of each person fending for herself.

      “The problem with a disaster is that too many people feel like they need to be in charge. I’ll clear that up at tonight’s meeting. Then on Wednesday we’ll inform the citizens of Alpine what will be expected from them. Or maybe...”

      She almost laughed. It wasn’t funny. She knew that, but really...this was just a test of some sort. People had such a tendency to panic, like when that doctor had died. He’d been old. She was surprised he’d survived as long as he did. But did “the people” see it that way?

      No.

      Her office had been filled with citizens demanding to know what she was going to do. It was a good thing she’d instructed Ben Cason to keep a file on every high-profile person who moved into the area. Miles Turner definitely fit that description. If it weren’t for her, he’d still be up in his cabin, pining away over some distant tragedy.

      As for the event or collapse or whatever people were calling it, she wasn’t worried. It would pass the same way the 9-11 crisis and the Covid pandemic had passed. If only people would calm down. One week in and she was already exhausted. It was all she could do not to climb into her Tesla and head over to Fort Stockton or San Antonio.

      A drive out of town would probably do her good. She could be the one to bring back information.

      But she couldn’t trust these vipers three hours on their own, let alone an entire day or two.

      “Maybe, at the town meeting, I’ll let them see just how incompetent their leaders are. Give Mullins and Peters and Garcia...give Tanda Lopez a few minutes with a microphone and the town will come begging for me to institute martial law.” She sat up straighter, touched each of her fingers to her thumb—forward then back again. It was something a private yoga instructor had said would strengthen her aura. “Yes. I think it will be better coming from the people. Of course, if you were to put the suggestion in the right places...”

      “Consider it done.”

      “Good!” She clapped her hands. “And trust me, I won’t forget how helpful you’ve been.”
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      Miles had no intention of going to the public meeting scheduled for Wednesday evening. He’d spent the last two nights on a cot in his office, and he was looking forward to being back at his cabin, to being alone and away from people.

      It wasn’t that the good folks of Alpine were that difficult to be around. They were the same as people anywhere—some were hardworking, others a bit lazy. Old and young. Artist and rancher. It’s what had drawn him to the medical field—the great hodgepodge of human life. He’d once enjoyed that aspect of his work. Now that same assortment of folks wore him down. He supposed he had become used to his own company—his and his dog’s. If he were honest, that trend had begun before he’d moved to Alpine. It was why he’d moved to Alpine. People had become too much, interaction taxing, and socializing downright painful.

      “You going to the meeting, Doc?” Anita stood in his doorway, clipboard in hand.

      Anita always had her clipboard in hand. She ran a tight ship, and he was grateful for her efficiency. Either Doc Fielder had trained her right, or she’d kept him straight much as she was keeping Miles straight now.

      “Thought I’d skip it. Zeus and I are headed home tonight.”

      “You should go.” Anita was only forty-eight years old, but her gaze held pools of wisdom.

      Viejo y sabio.

      Old and wise.

      Still, he really wanted to go home. He dropped his stethoscope into his medical bag—yes, he had a medical bag. Anita had found Fielder’s old brown leather one in a closet. She had dusted it off, filled it with supplies he might need for a medical emergency, and left it on the middle of his desk.

      “You can stay here tonight and walk home in the morning. The mornings are cooler. It’ll be better for your dog.”

      Zeus, the traitor, wagged his tail in agreement.

      “Tell me you aren’t afraid the meeting will end in a fistfight or, even worse, shots fired.” He meant it as a joke. In the last three days he’d treated a broken arm, several cases of allergies, and quite a bit of heat exhaustion. No physical altercations. No gunshot wounds.

      “It might,” she said with a straight face, and then she was gone.

      Miles sank into his chair and stared at Zeus.

      He’d rather be home, but a part of him was curious as to how the power vacuum in their little town was being filled.

      With a sigh, he stood and walked to his small but private bathroom. There was no shower, but since water was so limited it was just as well that he wasn’t tempted to waste it on five minutes under a hot stream. He reminded himself it would be a cold stream of water. Shrugging, he measured out half a cup from the jug Anita had placed there, wet a washcloth, and cleaned up as best he could. His choice of clothing was a clean pair of scrubs or the shirt and jeans he’d worn to town on Monday morning. He chose the jeans and t-shirt.

      Whistling once at Zeus, he walked to the front door of the clinic, surprised to see so many people out on the streets. They were all walking toward the town’s pavilion, where the meeting was to be held. The pavilion was situated next to the county courthouse. Miles joined the crowd, responding with a nod to the greetings tossed his way. He didn’t speak to anyone directly until a little girl of six threw herself at his legs, encircling them with her good arm and giving him a hug.

      Then she proudly raised her new cast. “I’ve been coloring. See?”

      “Nicely done. And you’ve been keeping it in the sling, like we talked about?”

      She carefully pulled the Miss Kitty sling back over the cast. “Most of the time. I only take it off to show people my coloring.”

      Bethany’s parents tossed him an appreciative smile as they all turned the corner toward the pavilion.

      Miles wasn’t sure what he’d expected, but it wasn’t this. Closest to the pavilion were mostly older residents. They were seated in lawn chairs, some even sporting a cooler from which they pulled warm drinks. Ice had run out days ago.

      Behind the seniors were families—some on picnic blankets, most with strollers, all with children running back and forth in games of tag and hide-n-seek and Marco Polo. On the outer edges of those assembled lurked the teenagers. Miles hadn’t realized there were so many. Looking closer, he saw that quite a few wore Sul Ross t-shirts. So, teens and college students.

      He’d barely given the campus a thought since arriving in town a year ago. It seemed inconceivable that students were still attending classes. So what were they doing? Who was looking after them? Did they even need looking after? They were, after all, adults. He thought of his first year at college and grimaced. It was something he should bring up with Tanda.

      Some of the teens sat astride bikes.

      A few were playing catch or frisbee.

      Most stood staring at the stage, a look of glum acceptance on their faces. They’d been expecting a global disaster since they watched their first dystopian movie—Divergent or Hunger Games or District 9. The expressions on their faces said they’d known it was coming, but why did it have to come when the freedom of adulthood was just within sight?

      Or maybe they were simply hot and tired like everyone else.

      There was another group consisting of ranchers—skin dark and resembling leather. Most were scrawny and muscular with eyes cautiously studying the folks around them.

      Off to the left was a final group. Their clothing was trendy, their haircuts styled to look mussed and carefree. They looked—different. Out of place even. Definitely uncomfortable. So this was the famous artist community he’d been hearing about. Miles was beginning to wish he’d brought a lawn chair. The night’s events could turn into quite the show.

      Mayor Stone spoke first. She’d dressed as if she planned to attend a corporate business meeting—designer suit, heels, lots of jewelry and lipstick a tad too bright. She spoke into a microphone that was hooked up to a small amplifier.

      Miles had no problem hearing her, as the crowd immediately quieted. She began by assuring them that everything was under control and pivoted into reminding them of the upcoming elections the following May.

      Several folks began to grumble, and one shouted out, “If we’re all still here next year.”

      Stone gave him a pointed stare and an over-wide smile. “And now I’ll hand the microphone over to our fire chief, Dixie Peters.”

      The woman who took the microphone wore khaki pants and a polo shirt. She was neither thin nor heavy, and she looked rather young to be in charge of a fire department. Her blonde hair was pulled back from her face, and her expression was grim.

      “As you all know, we’ve had several small fires since the day of the collapse.”

      “We don’t even know what that means. What collapsed?” This from an old farmer holding a Stetson.

      “I’ll leave that to Mr. Mullins to explain since he’s in charge of public works. Suffice it to say that we need you to be extra vigilant when burning candles, using generators, and especially while using propane cooking stoves. It’s safest to do so outside. If you must use one inside, be sure the window nearest to the stove is left open.”

      “All my windows are open since the electricity went out,” an old woman up front shouted. “Not that it helps cool down my place any.”

      The grumbling rose again, but Peters held up a hand and raised her voice over the crowd. “My department has been placing percussion instruments that we borrowed from the high school in every neighborhood. We’ve also posted a map of those locations on the courthouse door to my right. Be sure that you familiarize yourself with it.”

      A young man with three small children stood, “Let me get this straight. I’m supposed to run to the corner and bang a snare drum if my house catches on fire?”

      “Yes, sir, you are. My crew can’t be at every spot in this town at every moment, and as you’ve noticed 9-1-1 no longer works. Cymbals, drums, gongs—we used whatever instruments make the loudest sound. Also, you should respond if you hear anyone else’s instrument. Please caution your children that these are not toys.”

      She paused, as if trying to decide whether to voice the next thought, then pushed on. “If we’re going to get through this, we’ll do so by depending on each other.”

      Miles noticed that while a few folks continued to grumble, most nodded their head in approval. Peters was using whatever was at her disposal to keep the community safe, and that didn’t go unnoticed.

      Emmanuel Garcia, the county health coordinator was middle-aged and looked completely out of his element. He rubbed the palms of his hands against his jeans before accepting the microphone. “We haven’t received any county health information from outside our area. There’s no indication that this is a health crisis, although it certainly could become one. Later this week, I’ll be meeting with our new doctor⁠—”

      Everyone turned to look at Miles. Unsure what else to do, he offered a small wave.

      “We’ll come up with a plan for getting you what medication and food supplies you need. County reserves also include a good supply of crop seeds as well as some feed for the livestock. The distribution of those goods will be done in an orderly and fair manner.” Garcia practically threw the microphone at the next guy and scampered off the stage before anyone could ask a question.

      Ron Mullins was the director of public works. He was balding with something of a paunch, but his gaze was steady and he didn’t shy away from speaking to the group. “Jackson, you asked what collapsed. Our infrastructure did. I can’t tell you what caused it so I don’t know how long it will be down. In fact, there isn’t a lot I can say that you haven’t figured out for yourself. All communications and power are no longer working.”

      “Why doesn’t my water work?” This from an elderly woman with wispy white hair.

      “Our water comes from a well system. The pumps as well as the lift stations require electricity. We recently had a new back-up system installed. Generators that were guaranteed to provide power in case of a temporary outage, but this…” He paused, looked out past the crowd, and then brought his attention back to them. “The generators are out of fuel. No generator, no power to run the pumps. That’s why your water doesn’t work, Mrs. Simpson.”

      A tall, burly man wearing a baseball cap stood and hitched up his pants. “There’s fuel at the gas stations.”

      “But there’s no electricity to pump it up and out of those tanks.”

      “It’s in the ground though. If we could break through into the tank, we could siphon it out.”

      “You’re not punching a hole in my tanks.” A woman whose skin was as weathered as an old saddle stood, shaking her head. “This thing won’t last forever. When it’s over, I need those pumps to work and they won’t if you punch a damn hole in them.”

      The crowd was silent for a moment as everyone’s thoughts turned to that bright thought—this thing won’t last forever.

      Mullins ran a hand over the top of his head. “I think county funds could be used for the repairs, if and when this is over. I’ll meet with our city attorney and get back to both of you, but it’s a good idea, Tate.”

      Mullins seemed to search the crowd. Shaking his head, he handed the microphone to Tanda. Miles had barely spoken to the police chief since coming to town. He had the distinct impression that she was giving him space, as if afraid he might startle and scamper away.

      Like the first time he’d seen her, he was impressed by her steadiness, the calmness in those dark brown eyes. He noticed that the various conversations around him ceased when she cleared her throat.

      “I don’t have much to add to what the others have said, but I would like to emphasize that the laws of our community still stand. We will not tolerate theft, burglary, assault, drug possession, or any other type of nefarious behavior.” She somehow delivered the last two words with a smile, causing the people around Miles to chuckle and nod in agreement.

      “I do not want to put people in a jail cell. Like your homes, it’s quite uncomfortable during midday. Unlike your homes, there are no windows in the cells that open to provide any sort of breeze.” Now the crowd was perfectly silent, waiting. “That won’t stop me from incarcerating people who threaten the welfare of others.”

      More nods of agreement.

      “I don’t know what this thing that has happened to us is, and to tell you the truth, it scares me. I’m frightened for my abuela, for our citizens…” She hesitated, staring at the floor of the gazebo for a moment. When she’d gained control of her emotions she look up again, her eyes scanning the crowd and confidence returning to her voice.

      “We have good people here in Alpine, and I do honestly believe that we can get through today and tomorrow and the day after that…if we do so together. Help your neighbor. Share what you have. Sign up on one of the advisory boards or work teams.” She waved back toward the courthouse where a table was set up. Three teenagers standing behind the table all offered a small wave. “I shudder to think what things are like in Fort Stockton or El Paso or New York—and before you ask, no, I do not know if it extends that far. It makes sense that it would, since we haven’t heard from anyone.”

      “What about the teams we sent out to Fort Davis, Marathon, and Marfa?” This from Tate, the man who’d suggested puncturing the fuel tanks.

      “They haven’t returned, and we’ve heard nothing. Until we do have more information, it’s critical that we pull together, share what we have, and help our neighbors.”

      The reality of what they were facing seemed to fall on them all in that moment. It felt heavy and frightening and dangerous. Miles thought the meeting would end there, with every one having had their eyes opened, with any foolishly optimistic ideas having been stripped away. But it didn’t.

      Someone from the art group stood and began shouting.

      “Do you honestly expect someone on that side of town to help someone on our side?” The man gestured toward the farmers who stood as a single unit. “They’d sooner see us starve than offer something out of their gardens. So we won’t be sharing what we have because it’s our private property. This is still the United State of America, and we still have constitutional rights…”

      “Your kind is always going on about constitutional rights.” Jackson pushed his hat down more firmly on his head. “Why don’t you shut your mouth for once and consider what’s good for the group.”

      The middle-aged man with long hair and a scraggly beard who had started the verbal skirmish answered with an upraised middle finger.

      And that was all it took.

      His words were drowned out by others around him—some apparently agreeing, others openly confronting the man.

      Miles didn’t see who threw the first punch. Could have been the man shaped like a bull standing in the space between the art community and the ranchers. Maybe it was one of the young men who’d just realized his life had changed irrevocably. Could have even been one of the artists.

      It quickly turned into a melee.

      One of the officers started blowing a whistle. The mayor attempted to shout over the group with the microphone. Tanda waded into the crowd. None of that helped.

      The frustration of the previous week and the fear of the days ahead fueled tempers that were stretched thin. Families with children were trying to back out of the worst of it. The group of teens and college students were looking on in amazement, unsure how to respond to this sudden lack of control on the part of the adults who were in charge. But in the midst, throwing punches right and left, were farmers and blue-collar workers, painters and poets. The two sides of Alpine clashed much as the trains had a week earlier.

      It might have continued that way until one or the other side won, until they were a bloodied, battered mass of humanity. But a high-pitched whining sound caught everyone’s attention. Glancing up, Miles saw a fiery object streaking across the sky, looking as if it was coming straight for them. Maybe a plane or a rocket or…

      His mind went blank.

      What could be streaking across their sky?

      A meteor?

      He didn’t have much time to ponder it though. A high-pitched sound filled the air, causing young children near him to clap their hands over their ears. The angry screams of a moment before changed to frightened cries. Folks started snatching up babies and toddlers and even old people. Wild-eyed and scared, they took off in a dozen different directions—the old fight or flight instinct now firmly in control.

      There was no fighting whatever this was.

      So they fled—or attempted to.

      A few tripped, lay on the ground with their arms over their head, and still the noise from the thing falling out of the sky grew louder.

      Miles rushed over to help an older woman who was clinging to her walker and attempting to push it over a blanket that had been left on the ground. He looked up in time to see Tanda scooping up a little girl under one arm and a frightened dog under the other.

      She turned toward him and their eyes locked.

      And he realized that they were in this together—regardless of what this was. He wouldn’t have called the pull between them attraction or romantic. It was more fundamental than that.

      Maybe fate.

      Maybe destiny.

      And then the thing, whatever it was, catapulted past them and seconds later it crashed, causing the ground to shake and a loud rumble to fill the air.
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      After the object fell from the sky, Tanda had no trouble being heard. Folks were staring at one another, then looking up, looking into the distance, looking back at her—everyone frozen in place. Tanda strode to the gazebo and jerked the microphone out of the mayor’s hand.

      “Officers Grant and Makowski are going to ride north and find out what that was. Officers Rodriguez and Johnson will be stationed at the north and south ends of this block to ensure that you all leave in an orderly fashion. We will send word through your neighborhood coordinators as well as post it on the courthouse door. If we need you, we will call you. Until then, I want you to return to your homes. If you require medical attention, Dr. Turner will be waiting next to the sign-up table.”

      It wasn’t the note she’d hoped to end the meeting on, but at least people had stopped punching one another. Her ears felt as if they were plugged. She opened her jaw wide, yawned, and the pressure in her ears popped. Her hands were shaking as she handed the microphone back to Stone and walked away.

      Grant and Makowski met her behind the stage, both leading their horses, their expressions grim but determined.

      “Seemed to land north-northwest, chief. Maybe past the 06 Ranch.” Grant looked at Makowski for confirmation.

      Makowski simply shrugged. “I was in the middle of something at the moment.”

      And that was when Tanda noticed the skin around his left eye swelling.

      “If that punch was directed at you, I’ll arrest whoever was stupid enough to hit one of my officers.”

      Makowski waved away the idea. “Chalk it up to being in the wrong place at the wrong time.”

      “Are you able to ride?”

      “Sure.”

      “Okay. Take the horses out via 118. Try to get close enough to see what it was, but do not leave the city limits.”

      Grant hoisted herself up into her saddle. “Shouldn’t we keep riding until we find it? If it was a plane there could be people who need help.”

      “It wasn’t a plane, and if it was, no one could have survived that kind of crash.” Tanda shook her head. “We still don’t understand what has happened, what is happening, but everyone who has left this town has not come back. I need you two to come back.”

      Makowski and Grant exchanged a look, then both nodded in agreement. Makowski swung up into the saddle, a move that looked oddly natural despite his size and weight. The horses took off at a brisk walk, breaking into a trot when they reached the outer edge of the group.

      Dixie pushed her way through the crowd. “I could take one of the fire trucks out…”

      “No. Better to save whatever fuel you have for an Alpine emergency—one where you could do some good. Whatever happened out there…” She wiped at the sweat pooling across her forehead. “Without water pressure you couldn’t put out a fire of that size.”

      Dixie nodded in agreement. “I’ll have a team on stand-by if you need us.”

      “Do all of your people have first aid training?”

      “Yeah. They all recertified earlier this year.”

      “Send a couple over to help Miles.”

      When she looked toward the sign-up table, she wasn’t too surprised to see Logan Wright standing next to the doctor. There were at least two dozen people waiting to be treated.

      “That was fun. Nothing like fireworks at the end of a town meeting.” The mayor’s voice was oddly chirpy. “And the commotion before the flaming thing reminded me of a brawl at a football game.”

      “This isn’t a game.”

      “Of course it’s not, but people are hot-headed at times—especially your rancher people.”

      “My rancher people?”

      “They’ve always had a superior attitude toward the art community. Rather than thanking them for bringing tourist dollars to our area, they antagonize them.”

      “It was a man from the artist community who started that entire exchange⁠—”

      Stone cut her off with a shake of her head. The mayor looked down and focused on straightening the hem of her jacket. How could she even stand wearing a jacket in this heat?

      Finally, Stone said, “Gonzo needed to burn off some frustration is all. Your people took it too far.”

      Tanda didn’t know how to answer that. But she thought that if people had anything they needed to burn off there were more productive ways to do so than shouting insults or slamming their fist into someone’s face.

      She walked away as the mayor turned her attention to Ron Mullins, criticizing him for “scaring the people.” To her surprise, Ron was standing up to her, or so it sounded from the little she heard.

      Ninety minutes later, Tanda, Miles, and Logan were the only ones left under the gazebo. Grant and Makowski had returned—there were no flames to the north. Whatever had crash landed didn’t appear to be on fire. The actual crash site was too far north to be seen from the town’s city limit, but flames would have been visible for miles.

      The sun had set, but it wasn’t yet dark.

      A cool breeze ruffled the leaves in the trees.

      Tanda felt as if she could sleep, sitting on the top step with her back braced against the gazebo’s structure. “What’s the final tally?”

      “Three people needed butterfly stitches, one person twisted his ankle, and another was experiencing chest pains.” Miles leaned forward and scratched Zeus between the ears. “I have to say, it was nice to have the help of the town vet.”

      “My side of the table wasn’t so bad. I treated a couple of black eyes that could have used ice, which we don’t have. Plus, a dog that was inadvertently stepped on—he’s going to be fine—and a young man with a busted lip.” Logan shook his head in mock disbelief. “Vets administering aid to people—I’ve become an apocalyptic stereotype.”

      “My department is riding horses.”

      “I sleep on a cot in my office—next to my dog.”

      Somehow their confessions lightened the load. It helped Tanda to shake off the stark terror she’d felt when that thing in the sky had careened toward them. “I thought it was going to kill us all. Thought it was the end, and we’d die never knowing what this is all about.”

      “For a moment, I thought I had to be dreaming,” Miles admitted. “It was all so surreal.”

      “Which part?” Logan’s smile in the near darkness was like a beacon.

      Tanda had no idea how he did it, how he kept a calm perspective as the world was literally falling apart. Before she could analyze it, he started laughing. Miles joined him, and she couldn’t help but laugh with them and shake her head at these two men by her side.

      They were more than amigos.

      Campañeros, perhaps.

      Partners.

      Maybe the laughter was the aftereffect of so much adrenaline buzzing through her veins. Tanda wanted to set this moment in her memory—not being needed by anyone, knowing that for the moment they had done a good job, sitting with friends and enjoying an evening breeze.

      Logan was her friend and had been for many years.

      And Miles? She wasn’t sure, but she thought he could be. Something had passed between them as the falling object bore down on them, as she’d turned with a child under one arm and a mutt under the other, unsure what she would do or where she’d run.

      At that moment her gaze had landed on Miles, and some deep knowledge had sent shivers down her spine. The memory brought with it the terror of their situation and threatened to turn her laughter to sobs.

      She cleared her throat, tried again to push the fear back. “Best guess on what the thing was that fell from the sky?”

      Logan was sitting across from her, also leaning against one of the gazebo posts, his eyes now closed. “I’ll tell you what it wasn’t—in my opinion. It wasn’t a rocket. At least it didn’t seem to have the elongated shape of a rocket. Besides, who would aim a rocket at Alpine? There’s nothing here anyone could possibly want to destroy.”

      “Probably not a plane either,” Tanda said. “We haven’t seen one of those since last Tuesday. Plus, Grant and Makowski would have seen flames—there would have been fuel burning at the crash site.”

      That’s what Tanda kept telling herself.

      It wasn’t a plane.

      They couldn’t have saved anyone, even if they had dashed to the site, if they’d been able to find the site.

      “But that sound…” Miles stared up at the sky, as if he could recreate the thing—the sight and sound of it—and figure out exactly what it was. “It was such a high-pitched sound. Something with a lot of altitude and coming in fast. I would guess a meteor or a satellite.”

      “Huh.” Tanda didn’t know what to say to that.

      “Could have been a meteor,” Logan agreed. “But usually the news hype those up weeks before they hit—so everyone can go outside and get a good view. I don’t remember any mention of one before the stations went off-line.”

      “So a satellite?” Tanda was thinking of her brother’s screen shots. Of his theory that it had to be either terrorism or a natural event. Which of those would explain a falling satellite? And how would that cause the electricity to go out in Alpine, Texas?

      Miles stood and whistled to Zeus, who stretched once then clambered to his feet.

      “Your dog looks tired, Doc.”

      Miles smiled, the first genuine smile she could remember seeing from him.

      “We both are.”

      Logan and Tanda stood as well, and the three of them walked back toward the business section of Alpine. The night was quiet. No riots for the moment. No town residents attacking each other.

      Miles peeled off at the medical office, calling out a soft “goodnight” as he went.

      Logan’s place was over by the college. He stopped in the middle of the intersection where she needed to turn right to her apartment. “We’re not responding fast enough to this, not doing the things we need to do.”

      “Such as?”

      “Meeting with the Sul Ross faculty and students.”

      “Isn’t that the mayor’s job?”

      “I don’t know that we can depend on Melinda or Ben to do what needs to be done.”

      “Agreed, but at the same time…” She hesitated, but then she realized that now probably was the time to voice her concerns. “If I’m seen pushing into areas that aren’t under my department, Melinda or Ben could make trouble.”

      “Maybe an unofficial meeting then.”

      “Okay.”

      Tanda thought of Owen, the tweaker she’d held in her jail because he’d been stupid or desperate enough to try and steal a woman’s purse. She’d released him earlier that day, reminding him that charges had been filed and he would be held accountable for the attempted burglary once they had a sitting judge.

      She cleared her throat and said, “I’m worried about our repeat offender population.”

      “Users?”

      “Yeah.” She rubbed the muscle in her neck. “And the vulnerable population—elderly, those who require regular medication, the half a dozen women who are pregnant.”

      “That’s a lot of worry for you to carry around.” He looked at her, his expression a mixture of kindness and reproach. “You can’t do it all, Chief Lopez.”

      Her abuela’s words whispered through her mind.

      You’re trying to do everyone’s job, and that is several jobs too many.

      “Make a list of your concerns. We’ll tackle them one by one.”

      “We?” She tried to make it sound light-hearted, teasing, but it came out more like a frightened kitten’s meow.

      “Me and you. Maybe that doc you coerced into taking Fielder’s place. We’ll be the three musketeers and set it all to rights.”

      “Tres mosqueteros.” She laughed. “I like the sound of that.”

      “Goodnight, Chief.”

      “Goodnight, Logan.”

      She walked to her apartment, trying to shake the sense of heaviness and impending doom that had so quickly returned. They were surviving. They were doing all right, and perhaps it wasn’t the end of the world. Perhaps the cavalry would come.

      She pulled out the pocket notepad and stared at it—a small wire spiral at the top and lined pages that were 3-inch by 4-inch. She sat at her kitchen table, moonlight pooling in through the open window, and began the list of things she needed to do.

      Or delegate.

      After all, she was only one woman.
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