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      These words are hammered home to a select few, warned by Dale Dixon to get out and get to safety.

      Even as most of the world remains blissfully unaware of what’s coming.

      The world will keep on turning, even after the impact, but humanity faces a great turning of its own. A new future where only some will survive, and few will thrive.

      In The Great Turning, we saw what life was like a hundred years after The Turn.

      Now find out what it was like going into it.
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            AUTHOR'S NOTE

          

        

      

    

    
      While this is book two in the trilogy, chronologically it opens just before The Great Turning occurs, which was reaching its hundred-year anniversary in book one.

      I know, I know. But that’s just the way “the voices” told me the stories.

      The good news is, all three books in the trilogy are standalone books, and can be read independently of each other without missing anything.
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CHAPTER ONE


          

        

      

    

    
      Wednesday, T-minus 20 days.

      “Come on, kids—you’re going to be late.” Dr. Katherine Jameson-Dixon grabbed the remote to turn off the network morning anchors droning on the kitchen TV, but her husband intercepted her.

      “Hey, I’m listening to that.” Robert was still sucking down the last of his cereal.

      “Fine.” She fought the urge to smash the remote onto the granite countertop and somehow still managed to set it down gently. “Ashley, Allen, move it!”

      She had to dodge Hagrid, their little dust mop of a dog, a brown and cream Shih Tzu mix they’d adopted four months earlier for the kids. Hagrid currently sat at Robert’s feet, hoping for the bit of food he always dropped for the dog, even though Robert wasn’t supposed to.

      She’d tried to like Hagrid, but he hadn’t liked her back, much to her dismay.

      Hagrid loved the hell out of the kids and Robert, though. He only tolerated her, the feeling currently being mutual.

      “We’re fine on time, Katie,” Robert said. “It’s okay.” He’d already given Hagrid his morning walk. Their neighbor, Kelly, a stay-at-home mom, had a key and would walk him around noon when she took her dog out.

      Katherine struggled not to grab the remote and shove it down Robert’s throat. Early on, years ago, she’d found his laid-back ways calming, soothing. That had been when it was just the two of them, no kids, and they were early in their careers.

      Carefree.

      Now, it annoyed the hell out of her. Especially when she was trying to get the kids ready for school

      “If you want to get going,” he said, “go ahead. We’ll be okay. I’ll take them to school today.”

      And you’ll get them to school twenty minutes late, too.

      But she didn’t say that. “What about this afternoon?”

      He shrugged. “My schedule’s clear. I’ll get them.” He smiled. “Does that help?”

      She grudgingly nodded. “Yeah, thanks.”

      Allen finally bopped into the kitchen. “Did I hear them say something about NASA on TV?”

      Katherine practically shoved her son’s lunch at him. “Don’t worry about what they’re talking about on TV, okay? You’re going to be late. Where is your sister?”

      “I’m here.” Ashley finally rounded the corner into the kitchen. She would turn twelve in two weeks, and Allen had just turned ten.

      I can’t deal with Robert’s bullshit and two tweens, much less teens.

      That was way too much stress and not nearly enough Xanax.

      “Hurry up and eat,” she snapped.

      “Seriously, Katie, we’ll be fine,” Robert said. “Right, gang?”

      “Right!” her spawn chimed in unison.

      Sometimes, it felt like the three of them had banded against her.

      Four, counting Hagrid.

      Forget sometimes. Mostly it felt like she was the lone bastion of stability and common sense in their increasingly crazy home. Robert certainly wasn’t helping any.

      She checked herself.

      Maybe my PMS is hitting me really hard this month.

      “Okay, fine.” She kissed the kids and grabbed her own lunch. “I should have left ten minutes ago, anyway. I have three procedures this morning.”

      “Mom, can we go to the archery range this weekend?” Ashley begged. “Please?”

      Katherine shot her husband a dark glare. “Your brother,” she muttered at him before turning to their daughter. “I don’t know, we’ll see. It’s only Wednesday. A lot can happen between now and this weekend.”

      Dale Dixon was three years younger than Robert, forty going on fourteen. He’d not only sent Allen a real bow and arrow set for his birthday, but had sent one for Ashley as well.

      Dale had also “helpfully” provided a list from the Internet of places in the Long Island area who had archery ranges.

      Robert shrugged at Ashley. “I don’t know, kids,” he said, his focus returning to the TV. “I know you’re eager to use them, but it depends on how things go at work for both of us this week. We won’t make you any promises. Don’t bug us about it, either, or it’ll be a no.”

      At least he was backing her up.

      Sort of.

      It was pleasantly unexpected. Frankly, she’d expected him not to, to turn on her and give them wild assurances that, sure, they could gallop off and play Robin Hood and his merry band of freaks in some weird, dirty back alley in Hicksville, or somewhere.

      After giving the kids another kiss each, she finally leaned in to peck Robert on the cheek before heading out. She didn’t drive to work if she didn’t have to take the kids to school, even though she had a car. They were rare New Yorkers with not one but two cars, and if it wasn’t for their careers, they couldn’t afford either of them.

      Her office was over in North Hills. On a bad day, the city bus still got her there in under thirty minutes without the added aggravation of having to find parking. Robert would take the kids to school and then drive to his office outside of Queens.

      She used the bus ride to try to calm herself and lower her quickly ratcheting stress levels. After plugging her earbuds into her phone, she pulled up a soothing playlist before scrolling through her morning e-mails.

      Fricking Dale.

      It was still sore spot for her that when Robert and Dale’s parents died, they’d left Dale all the property in North Carolina.

      Jerks.

      Dale was…well, Dale. Crazy. One of those preppers, like who they made silly cable TV shows about. Always broke, apparently. Having the nerve to outright ask for Amazon gift cards instead of gifts for him and his wife and kids.

      If their parents had left both brothers the property, Katherine could have pushed Robert to force the sale of it, split the profits fifty-fifty, and Dale could go do whatever it was he thought he was doing.

      Nope. Twice in the past five years they’d had to help out by paying the property taxes. Yes, Dale paid them back within months each time.

      That wasn’t the point.

      Robert, of course, gave in to his little brother—he always did—and that five hundred acres was simply sitting there.

      Well, Dale and his wife, Lorna, lived there and homesteaded and stockpiled weapons of mass destruction, or brewed moonshine, or whatever the hell strange hillbilly kinds of things they were doing. They homeschooled their kids and, as far as Katherine knew, they’d basically eschewed all the things normal people fricking did with their lives.

      And it was a double waste since Dale wasn’t an idiot. Guy had like a doctorate and two master’s degrees, or something ridiculous like that. A legit genius.

      Sometimes, she wondered if Robert was adopted, because the two brothers couldn’t be less alike. It was hard for her to picture him growing up in North Carolina and being all…farmy.

      Katherine hated guns, hated weapons of any kind. It pissed her off Dale had sent her children archery sets without even consulting with her and Robert first. It wasn’t like they were harmless toy Nerf guns, or water pistols, or something fun and safe. No, those she wouldn’t have minded. She was liberal, not a fun-hating jerk.

      It wasn’t the first time something like that had happened, either. When Dale learned Allen wanted to be in Cub Scouts, suddenly her son received a package that looked like something out of a survivalist’s wet dream, including a folding Buck pocketknife that there was no way in hell she’d let her son have until he was older. Even then, she wouldn’t be happy about it.

      Considering the child had a memory like a steel trap, Allen asked about it several times a month, wanting to handle it. So she couldn’t even secretly get rid of it and make it disappear.

      He would notice it was gone, and he would demand an answer. She’d asked Robert to talk to Dale about that, to not send their children those kinds of “gifts,” but he’d hemmed and hawed and never done it, not wanting to hurt Dale’s feelings despite her feelings on the matter.

      I’m done.

      She looked up from her phone as the quiet, certain thought sank into her brain.

      Yes, she’d talked to an attorney a few weeks back and had the preliminary paperwork to fill out locked in her desk at the office, but she still couldn’t make herself throw away fifteen years of marriage over a crazy brother-in-law.

      Could she?

      Not just that.

      It was way more than that.

      She and Robert barely spoke to each other anymore. Hell, the last time they’d had sex, which had been weeks ago, she’d faked it just to get it over with, despite the fact that in the early days of their relationship they’d barely been able to peel themselves apart to get out of bed.

      Sitting back in her seat, she stared through the window at the dreary morning outside the bus window as the realization sank in that she was done.

      Done.
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        * * *

      

      Robert made sure to rinse his bowl and put it in the dishwasher. No reason to give Katherine one more thing to be ticked off about. Then he turned off the kitchen TV, where the anchor was in mid-discussion about some puzzling and unanticipated changes to the President’s schedule that morning, which had resulted in a cancelled trip to Russia. It had thrown journalists working the White House beat into a tizzy of speculation.

      “You guys ready?” he asked.

      “Yes, Dad.” Ashley could verbally roll her eyes while looking you dead in yours.

      He supposed she inherited that talent from her mother, but still, he loved Ashley. Loved both of the women in his life, who he was sure were trying to incrementally drive him crazy.

      They headed out the door, Robert locking it behind them. The kids raced ahead to the elevator, trying to be the one to hit the call button.

      Their sixth-floor apartment was paid for. His job at the investment brokerage had shot their income through the invisible ceiling he’d hoped they’d reach, and years sooner than he’d expected. Katie made darn good money as a plastic and reconstructive surgeon in the private practice she’d co-founded.

      They were doing well.

      Better than well.

      So why do I feel like it’s all about to fall down around my ears?

      Those kinds of thoughts had been pecking at his brain over the past several months and growing more insistent.

      As they reached the garage and got into his SUV, he once again considered suggesting marriage counseling to Katie. He’d thought when the kids grew older that the two of them would start to have more time together, not less.

      In fact, it felt like he was the only one in the marriage anymore.

      Maybe we need another family vacation.

      Their last true vacation had been two years ago, two weeks in Yellowstone, and the kids had loved it. So had he.

      He wasn’t sure Katie had been completely thrilled with it, but she hadn’t complained, so he called it a win.

      Since then, they’d only had three- or four-day weekends here and there.

      Allen leaned forward and reached between the front seats to hit a preset button on the satellite radio for one of the news channels before sitting back and buckling in. Ashley had already plugged in her earbuds and was listening to whatever on her phone, so she didn’t care.

      Robert glanced back at him. “News, huh?”

      “I know I heard them saying something about NASA this morning, Dad.”

      “He’s not pulling up their site on my phone,” Ashley said a little louder than necessary. “I’m using it.”

      There were worse things for a ten-year-old boy to be than a space nerd.

      “News it is, champ.”

      He talked to Allen during the drive, Ashley occasionally chiming in from where she rode shotgun, proving she wasn’t nearly as broody as Katie insisted she was.

      Unfortunately, they had almost reached their school by the time Ashley removed both earbuds and was actually conversing with them in full sentences, and not just adding a word here or there.

      “When can I get a phone of my own, Dad?” Allen asked as Robert slowed to make the turn for the drop-off lane.

      “Not yet,” he said. “You have your Kindle Fire.”

      “It’s not the same.”

      “Sorry, kiddo. Ashley’s older, and she’s earned the privilege.”

      They went to the same private school. Ashley already knew if there was an emergency that she was to get to her little brother, if she could safely do so, and then check in with them.

      If she couldn’t do that, then a cell phone likely wouldn’t help Allen anyway.

      Before she got out, Ashley hesitated. “Why doesn’t Mom like Uncle Dale? He seems really cool.”

      “Your mom was raised here in the city,” he said. “She’s never lived anywhere but in the city. That means she’s got a different personality, and a different way of looking at things, that’s all. Sometimes, people have…personality conflicts.”

      “But you grew up in North Carolina, and you live here, and you’re not like she is.”

      “I went to school up here,” he said. “It’s hard to explain.” The clock on his radio caught his eye at the same time the driver in the car behind him tapped their horn. “Give me a kiss and get moving, guys. You’ve got five minutes before you’re late.”

      They each leaned in to kiss him on the cheek before rushing out and down the sidewalk. As always, he waited until they were inside the securely gated courtyard and heading up the stairs before pulling out.

      I love Katie. I don’t want to lose her. Or them.

      Katie might not like it, but he was going to try to find them a marriage counselor, and maybe go ahead and schedule them that overdue family vacation.

      You didn’t let a fifteen-year marriage die on the vine without a fight.
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        * * *

      

      Robert made it to work and was settling in at his desk when his administrative assistant strode in. Kerwanda’s gaze and interest were sharply focused on the tablet in her left hand. In her right, she brandished his cup of coffee, which she set on his desk.

      She wasted no time. “You’re ten minutes late.” She wore the barest traces of makeup on her light brown skin, and she always pulled her dark brown hair back in a severe bun he personally thought looked painful.

      She was damn good at her job and kept his ass in line, so as long as she did that, what she wore and how she fixed her hair were certainly none of his damn business.

      If she wasn’t fifteen years older than him and happily married to an NYPD detective—the second point being more important than the first point—he might be tempted to see if she wanted to have a more than professional relationship.

      Not that he’d ever cheat on Katie, because he hadn’t and wouldn’t. Hadn’t even come close to ever being seriously tempted.

      But if he was going to be tempted, and circumstances were different, he’d go after Kerwanda first, because she was intelligent and beautiful and kept his work life running like a Japanese railroad.

      Not to mention she kept him in line.

      “Good morning to you, too,” he snarked. “I’m always at least ten minutes late, so, technically, I’m on time. Besides, I had to run the kids to school this morning. I should get brownie points for being here as early as I am. What’s up?”

      “The Four want a meeting at eleven this morning. I’ve already cleared your morning calendar and shuffled your afternoon stuff around.”

      “Why?”

      She finally raised her gaze and shot him a familiar look of exasperation. “Because you have a meeting—”

      “I meant why do they want the meeting?”

      Now she hesitated, which was completely unlike her. “I don’t know, honestly. Something about an anomaly in the Chinese markets this morning that they want to look at. I tried to get more out of Beth, but she practically hung up on me. Said she had to make more calls. It sounds like upstairs is in full-on battle mode, whatever’s going on.”

      He groaned. “I don’t even deal with those markets. I’m strictly domestic. They know that.”

      “I know. That’s what I told Beth. If it’s any consolation, it’s not just you—it’s everyone. All the top-tier brokers are being called in.”

      “What?”

      She shrugged. “Like I said—battle mode. I’ve never heard Beth sound that short and frazzled before.”

      “Crud.” He sipped his coffee and found it perfect, as always.

      He was no longer allowed near the single-serving coffeemaker in their break room, because he’d somehow broken three of them. The machines apparently hated him and spontaneously committed suicide in his presence. Kerwanda and the others in their section of the office had finally put their collective feet down, including creating a laminated, full-color warning sign to hang over the machine that read OFF-LIMITS TO ROBERT DIXON.

      “Any prep work I need to do?” he asked.

      “That’s what I was working on when you arrived. Beth sent me the files and I forwarded them to you.” She nodded at his work laptop. “They should be there.”

      “Okay, thanks.”

      She’d started to return to her desk when she stopped and turned. “Oh, and your brother called a few minutes ago. Said to please call him back. That it’s urgent.”

      “Why didn’t he call me on my ce—oh.” He pulled his cell out of his jacket pocket to realize he’d left it on silent mode and had three missed calls from Dale.

      A sick feeling started congealing in his stomach.

      Kerwanda smirked. “Remember to turn your phone on in the mornings, duh.” She closed his office door behind her.

      Yeah, he deserved that scolding. Wasn’t the first time he’d forgotten to turn the ringer on. Usually it was Katie yelling at him over it.

      He pulled up the files Kerwanda had talked about. As he sipped his coffee, he scanned the files’ contents, still confused about why he was being called in that morning.

      It literally wasn’t his department.

      They had a whole team devoted to Asia and the markets there. Why was everyone being called in for the meeting? Especially when there wasn’t any clear-cut cause for the market volatility, other than China being…well, fricking China.

      A few minutes later, and he’d already forgotten about his brother’s calls when he received a text on his personal cell from Bill Logewell, also in his department.

      
        
        WTAF?

      

      

      Robert didn’t need any clarification.

      
        
        IDK but Ker said Beth told her it’s all hands.

      

      

      Having the phone in his hand jostled his memory. He pulled up his brother’s voice mail message, apparently the only one he’d left out of the multiple calls.

      “Robbie, please call me as soon as you can this morning. This is urgent. Love you.”

      He didn’t like Dale’s serious tone of voice.

      For a guy who graduated top of his class at MIT, he can be infuriating sometimes.

      He knew Katie didn’t like Dale because of his skewed world beliefs and the fact that he literally got the farm and they got the shaft, so to speak, in terms of inheritance.

      Still, Dale was his little brother, even if he had veered off the beaten path and into crazy land over the past several years. Dale had walked away from a cushy tenured university job teaching structural engineering, and being a consultant for government contractors, all so he could stay home and…homestead.

      Better get it over with.

      Dale usually texted or e-mailed when he initiated contact. The last time Dale had called him rather than texting him and said it was urgent, it’d been to let him know their parents had died in a car wreck.

      God, I hope Lorna and the kids are okay.

      A wave of guilt washed over him as he hit the button to call Dale. From how fast Dale answered, it was as if his brother had been sitting there, waiting for his call.

      “Robbie,” Dale said before Robert could even utter a greeting. “Are you watching C-SPAN?”

      “Um, hello to you, too. Since I just got to work, the answer to that would be no.” Still, he rooted through his top desk drawer for the remote. Usually, his office TV was on CNBC or MSNBC, kept muted. He hadn’t even had time to switch it on yet.

      “Listen to me very carefully,” Dale said. “You need to get Katie and the kids, pack everything you can, rent a trailer to haul as much as you can, and get down here. Now. Leave no later than tomorrow evening. Bring both cars.”

      Okay, that pulled him up short. “What?”

      “It’s serious, Robbie. It’s the only way you’re going to survive.”

      Robert found the remote and switched on the TV, thumbing it to C-SPAN. He also fought the wave of irritation sweeping through him.

      “Dude, I love you, but I don’t have time this morning for your bullsh—”

      “Listen to me! I’m fucking serious!”

      Dale never dropped the F-bomb.

      Ever.

      And he sounded nearly frantic.

      Maybe he needs to be on meds. “Okay, what’s going on?”

      “Do you have C-SPAN on?”

      “Yeah? What about it?” The view showed the empty chambers at what he supposed was Congress, while across the bottom a crawler announced that NASA officials had been summoned to a private meeting in the White House that afternoon, while an unscheduled recess had been called for both houses of Congress.

      “NASA,” Dale said. “There’s a reason why there’s a meeting at the White House today.”

      Even Robert’s usually placid temper was starting to fray. “Just say it, Dale.”

      “You need to get Katie and the kids and get out of New York. Now. They won’t be able to contain the news for more than a few days, if that. It’s Wednesday. I expect this to leak no later than Monday, once people realize what’s going on and tie everything together. They’ll see the observatory sites aren’t available, and they’ll see people scrambling at launch facilities all over the world, prepping to send shit up trying to deflect it. I guess there’s people high up in the Chinese government who are trying to liquidate so they can get the hell out, because the Shenzhen has started bouncing around like crazy today and—”

      “What news is going to leak? What the hell are you talking about?”

      But that congealing dread in Robert’s gut was starting to feel heavier as he glanced over at his laptop, at the reports about sudden, unexpected, and completely irrational and anomalous trading going on out of the Shenzhen.

      Batches of unexpected sales, driving some stocks down and prompting both selling and buying frenzies, which was prompting odd cascade effects not being seen elsewhere in other markets.

      Yet.

      “Robbie, I know you think I’m nuts, but I swear to you, I’m sane and sober and not making this up. A friend of mine works at Mauna Kea, in Hawaii. At Caltech’s Keck Observatory. They’ve got fucking armed Secret Service stationed there. Took away their phones and restricted computer access to official functions only. She sent me a coded message through their university servers, plugging me in through a backdoor. She told them she needed me to do calculations for her, and the idiots guarding them didn’t know any better. They didn’t care, because I still hold security clearance from projects I worked on a couple of years ago.”

      Robert closed his eyes and pinched the bridge of his nose. “You have three seconds to sum this up. I don’t have time for this tod—”

      “Robbie.” Dale took a deep breath. “We’ve got less than three weeks before a huge asteroid hits the Earth.”
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      That same morning…

      Stunned, Dr. Jasmine Wilder stood in the kitchen of the condo and stared. The rented condo and its furnishings weren’t hers.

      Everything she owned was now packed in the back of her Cherokee and the U-Haul trailer she’d rented for the trip.

      A trip which, in retrospect, she no longer resented in the slightest.

      “Well, Rick. You ready to blow this pop stand?” She looked down at her husky-shepherd mix. He had a husky’s blue eyes.

      He lightly chuffed and gave her a wag of his tail.

      The two-year-old dog was a massive win for her. After Jasmine battled tooth and nail in the divorce to keep him, the judge had finally ruled in her favor.

      But only after her ex had pretty much drained her bank account and his simply out of spite.

      What stung even more was the fact that she and James had worked together.

      Worse still, he’d cheated on her with a young and perky coed from FSU, who was interning on their study. An intern Jasmine had personally recruited and hired to work on their study.

      On top of that, her fellowship in the two-year study about Lake O’s water releases contributing to algal bloom outbreak problems on both of Florida’s coasts had come to an end. She and her fellow researchers, including asshole James, had submitted their findings and their paper to SWFWMD in Ft. Lauderdale last week.

      She was officially unemployed, and divorced.

      And then…

      Then she’d received the disturbing call that morning from her old college friend Dale Dixon, just before she’d left to pick up the U-Haul trailer.
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        * * *

      

      Fortunately, Dr. Jasmine Wilder was a survivor in more ways than one. A few months earlier, knowing that the study would be ending, and without any solid job prospects in her field in Florida, she’d reached out to an old friend of hers who lived in Montana. She’d gone to college with Dr. Evan Briggs and had kept in touch with him via Facebook.

      He actually worked in Wyoming. A biologist for the US Park Service, he was employed full-time year-round in a permanent position in Yellowstone National Park.

      Evan had hooked her up with a temporary job, a two-year study that could lead to a permanent job down the road. Or, at least, it could get her an in with the local personnel in other departments so she might be able to get hired on for a study of the heat-resistant microbes and algae flourishing in the thermal features inside Yellowstone.

      It was a job.

      Even better, it was located across the country from James, her asshole ex-husband.

      When she’d filed for divorce from the cheating bastard, it’d been easier to move out and rent a furnished condo. She’d known she wouldn’t be staying in the area much longer, but that had also been before she realized she’d be moving out of state. With both her parents dead, and no other close family, there wasn’t anything to keep her in Florida, either.

      Especially now.

      Now, in addition to the boxes of belongings she’d already loaded in the trailer, she had twenty cases of MREs that she’d purchased from a local Army surplus store, wiping out their entire stock. And cases of bottled water, extra gas cans—which she’d already filled—extra winter survival gear, every last water filtration kit they had on the shelves, at least three years’ worth of tampons…

      Along with a .30-06 rifle, a 12-gauge shotgun, and a thousand rounds of ammo for each.

      God bless Florida’s ammosexuals.

      Fortunately for her, Florida didn’t have a waiting period on long-gun purchases. She wouldn’t hang around long enough to wait the three days required to get a handgun.

      However, she now had several credit cards getting more than a little on the warm side. She’d called the companies that morning and asked for a bump in her credit limit on all of them, citing her cross-country move.

      She’d also packed in a dozen fifty-pound bags of dry dog food for Rick, and bought him two years’ worth of flea and tick treatment and heartworm prevention from the vet.

      She still had Internet in the condo, since it was included in the utilities with the rent, and she checked things online one last time with her laptop.

      Like she’d already checked five times in stunned disbelief before she’d left to pick up the trailer and go on her unexpected shopping spree.

      Everything Dale told her was happening was right there. It boggled her mind more people hadn’t figured it out yet.

      The aberrant market behavior in China.

      The White House being unusually close-mouthed about the President’s schedule change.

      The NASA meetings.

      The sudden and unexplained recess in Congress.

      What truly disturbed her was the lack of data coming out of not only Keck, but all the Mauna Kea observatories.

      All of their websites were down.

      Not just them, either.

      Aricebo, SALT, ALMA, SKA, HET, GTC—all of their sites were either down, or suspiciously devoid of current info. That was in addition to others, all the “grandaddies” of astronomy, the observatories whose websites, even if they didn’t have live-time feeds but still had public info pages, were down.

      When she pulled up NASA’s live feed pages for Hubble and the ISS…

      Blank.

      They were never blank. Not even a status message to indicate the servers were down, or there was a maintenance issue.

      Blank.

      The NASA Channel, which usually carried live feeds from the ISS, displayed a Feed Unavailable message on the viewer page.

      “Jaz, listen to me,” Dale had implored. “You know me. I don’t bullshit. This is real, and it’s serious, and it’s massive. Get out of Florida. Today.”

      She hadn’t seen Dale Dixon since graduation. Not that they didn’t get along, because they did, despite their disastrous and mercifully brief dating experience in college. Definitely the better off just friends category. Then she’d met and married James, anyway.

      Yet Jasmine had kept in touch with Dale quite frequently on Facebook, and via e-mail. Chatting or e-mailing several times a week, at least. Sometimes several times a day. A few of them who’d gone to college together were in a small, private group there and were friends online, even if they hadn’t seen each other in years or actually spoken on the phone to each other in nearly as long. They were also in a larger alumni group together on Facebook.

      It was Dale’s tone of voice which had unsettled her most of all, even more than what he was saying.

      He sounded urgent. Sincere.

      “Why isn’t the government telling people about this?” she asked.

      “Are you kidding? And cause mass panic? It’ll be bad enough when the news finally leaks. If you’ll pull up those secure live camera feed links I just e-mailed you, especially the ones of Canaveral and Baikonur, you can practically smell the techs shitting themselves as they’re prepping rockets and changing out the planned payloads.”

      “Why are they doing that?”

      “They’re pulling the crew from the ISS by tomorrow, at the latest, sending them home on the Soyuz. Going to claim it’s a technical failure with the air scrubber system, an unplanned evac. They’re scrambling to get unmanned rockets ready to launch at facilities all over the world in hopes someone can get a nuke up there to deflect the thing or something. Not that I think that’ll work anyway. It’ll cause more problems, take out satellites, and cause fallout. We don’t have any rockets with an effective range, or enough of a response timeframe, to deflect the thing so it’ll escape Earth’s gravity.”

      Trying to keep up with his flood of information proved difficult. “How do you even know all of this?”

      “I have friends I kept in touch with after college. Once I was tapped in, I started calling the right people. I still have clearance and communications channels people forgot I had. I had also prepared, but not for anything like this. I thought it’d be an economic destabilization, or a massive coordinated dirty bomb attack by terrorists. Maybe even an EMP, or solar storms. Or, hell, Yellowstone going off. Nothing like this.”

      She swallowed nervously. Yes, there was always a possibility of the supervolcano under the park erupting, but chances were it wouldn’t happen in her lifetime.

      Why, there was a better chance of…

      Of a giant asteroid hitting the earth.

      “How long have they known?” She could barely manage a whisper.

      “They thought they spotted something a couple of weeks ago, but its incoming angle made it really hard to track until two days ago. It’s a rogue that appeared out of nowhere. Then JPL’s number crunchers realized this wasn’t going to be an NEO or PHA, it’s going to be a direct hit. The only thing left to determine is where, exactly, it’s going to impact, and how bad it’s going to be.”

      “Where do they think?”

      “Northern Hemisphere with ninety-eight percent certainty. Probably Asian continent. Hopefully not in the Pacific Ocean, or that’ll be even worse, believe it or not.”

      She struggled against the urge to puke. “How big is it?”

      “Way bigger than Tunguska. That was estimated to be around sixty meters, to give you a sense of scale. Fortunately, way smaller than Chicxulub, which was about ten kilometers. That’s the one that wiped out the dinosaurs. It’s also bigger than—”

      “Just tell me how big it is!”

      “Hopefully less than six hundred meters, they think, but—”

      “Hopefully? They think? They don’t know for sure?”

      “It’s hard to measure these things without a lot of observation time.” Dale’s tone changed, pleading. “It might be only four hundred meters, best-case, but some estimates put it at seven hundred or larger. It doesn’t matter. That’s why you have to get out of Florida. Now.”

      She leaned against the counter, her knees weak. “Four hundred meters is their best case?”

      “If we’re lucky, yeah, but that’s looking less likely. The solid model runs keep ending up on the larger end of the scale.”

      She wasn’t an astronomer or astrophysicist, but there’d been several in their college group of friends, and they’d hung out together.

      One of their group’s favorite pastimes was picking apart the science fails in the disastrous disaster movies Hollywood foisted on the public. With all of them coming from different schools of science, someone had usually been able to contribute substantial snark to the fisking.

      She remembered them vivisecting a disaster flick one night, along the lines of this exact scenario.

      “What’ll an asteroid of that size do?” she asked. “If it’s worst-case?”

      “Depends on what it’s made of. If it’s rock or ice, or iron, or a mix, but we don’t know that information. No way of finding out for sure beforehand. Not in this timeframe. It also matters exactly how big it is, and where it hits. How much of its mass burns off on entry, or if it’s an air explosion, or a ground impact. Angle of approach and velocity at impact, if it breaks up and how big the pieces are—too many variables.

      “It’s not big enough to be a planet killer, that’s the good news. It’s also not an extinction-level event, so more good news. But the bad news is wherever it hits, it’s going to wipe out a chunk of people. Either directly from the impact, or indirectly from the winds, shock wave, fires, ejection debris, tsunamis, the aftermath, all of that.”

      Puking was starting to look like the winning option. “Is it possible it could skip? Slingshot off the atmosphere?”

      “No. The trajectory is solid for it to get captured and pulled in. They’ve run those numbers multiple times.”

      “Could it hit the US or Canada?”

      “Doubtful. It’s remotely possible, but the most likely trajectory and timing have been narrowed down to north of the Equator, probably between ten and thirty degrees north. Likely a northeast-to-southwest trajectory. Maybe as far east as the mid-Pacific Ocean, west to Mumbai, and possibly a little more to the north, as far as Russia. A land impact will probably involve some part of China. Regardless of where it hits, though, the US continent will be impacted, at least indirectly. And there’s a chance Hawaii and other islands in the region won’t exist anymore. Or they’ll be scoured by the tsunamis. That’s not even taking into consideration tsunamis on the west coast of South Am—”

      “Mumbai?” She was still stuck on the first part of his statement. “Are you freaking kidding me? India and China? That’s like a massive chunk of the Earth’s population!”

      “I know, sweetie, but listen to me. You cannot tell anyone about this. I know you don’t have any family there you need to worry about.”

      “But—”

      “No one. Not until you’re safe, at least. The news will probably break by Monday. Some stupid congressman in a coastal region will let it slip to a junior staffer, and it’ll get out. Are you still heading to Montana?”

      “Yeah. I’m moving in with Evan.”

      “Good. Get there and stay there. And congrats. I didn’t realize you two were an item.”

      “Just roommates. He got me a job at Yellowstone, and I’m renting a room from him.”

      “Oh. Well, tell him when you get there, if the news hasn’t broken before then. I trust him.”

      “How can we not tell people about this?”

      “Go ahead and try. Right now, the NSA is swarming overtime, all their efforts directed at containing this. I know of at least five sanctioned black ops campaigns underway to stop leaks, and I don’t want to be the target of one of them. Watch tomorrow’s news for a couple of reporters from major news sites and cable news networks killed in ‘tragic accidents.’ They’re trying to get the President and Congress squared away and secure before they do anything else. Sending them all to Cheyenne Mountain. They’re also quietly clearing all personnel out of bases in the Pacific region, as many as they can. Mass evac. Families and civilian personnel, too. They’re telling them it’s a credible dirty bomb attack threat from terrorist insurgent forces, like they’ve had drills for since those extremist attacks fifteen years ago. They’re jamming Internet and cell connections in that region as well.”

      “But they need to say something and evacuate civilians.”

      “I just told you they are.”

      “I meant the locals.”

      “How, Jaz? Tell me how you evacuate over a couple billion people, most of them poor and without transportation other than their own two feet? And where do you evacuate them to? Especially when you don’t know where to evacuate them to yet? I’m not trying to sound heartless here, but there isn’t any evacuating them. Most of them won’t even know what’s going on until they see it breach orbit and they spot the fireball, because they’re in rural areas and not connected to the Internet. They’ll only have a couple of minutes at the most before they’re dead. Fast, and hopefully relatively painlessly, either from the initial impact, the shock wave, or resulting firestorm. Honestly? They’ll be the lucky ones in that part of the world.”

      She swallowed back bile at that image.

      “What is going to happen,” he continued, “is that people in first-world countries will panic. There will be runs on supplies. That’s why you have to get out of there, and you need to get supplies now. Several months of MREs, at least. More, if you can afford them. Guns. Ammo. Water, and water filtration equipment. By the time the news breaks, it’ll be too late and it’ll be too dangerous for you. When will you reach Montana?”

      She struggled to think as she processed all of this. “I…was planning on taking a week, at least.”

      “Drive straight through, as fast as you can. Make sure to get armed, for chrissake. Avoid routes that take you through heavily populated areas after Saturday.”

      Shit. “I was going to go through Denver and see a cousin of mine. I’ve never been there.”

      “Nope. You’re in Ft. Lauderdale, right? You should be able to be north of Atlanta by late tonight. If you hustle, you can get through St. Louis and Kansas City by tomorrow night, head north from there, and then west over I-90, reach Montana before Sunday.”

      “But I’ve got to sleep.”

      “Stop at truck stops. Don’t stop somewhere isolated. Take naps. And make sure to pick up extra tires, hoses, belts, headlights, and stuff like that.”

      “What?”

      “Don’t forget oil and antifreeze. Especially antifreeze. No, on second thought, wait to get the antifreeze until you’re in Montana, because you’ll need whatever they’ve got for that kind of cold to winterize your vehicle. And a spare battery and a block heater. Evan can probably help you with those.”

      “You—” She shook her head to clear it. “You’re telling me this is really going to happen? You’re not pulling my leg?”

      “I wish I wasn’t. I wish this was a bad dream I’m going to wake up from. After we finish, I’m calling my brother next, then Cindy Ellis, out in California. I called you first.”

      “Why did you call me first?”

      “Because you’re a scientist. I knew when I told you about this, gave you the ways to prove it, you wouldn’t waste time arguing with me how impossible it was. That, and you have a lot longer drive to safety than the others will.”

      “But…how many other people are you calling?”

      “Just you three. My brother, because I love him. You and Cindy, because we’ve stayed in touch all these years, and I knew you guys were in danger zones. I’m saving Cindy for last because of the time difference. There are close to a dozen others I know who don’t live close enough to the coast to worry about. If the news hasn’t broke by Monday morning, which I doubt, then I’ll call them and give them a heads-up about it. Family first, though. I know we haven’t seen each other in a long time, but you’re still a good friend, and I consider you extended family.”

      Feeling like she was going to puke had given way to feeling numb. “Thanks.”

      “You’re welcome. Time is short, and you need to get moving, sweetie.”
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        * * *

      

      Jasmine thought about calling James but decided not to.

      Yet.

      Maybe that made her a vindictive bitch.

      Maybe Karma would bite her in the ass.

      Maybe she was his Karma, getting even for James banging that girl in their marital bed while Jasmine was busting her hump in ninety-five degree heat under a blistering tropical sun, in stinky-ass waders up to her armpits, all while keeping an eye out for goddamned alligators and water moccasins and trying to get samples.

      Fucker.

      He wanted their house? He got it. He’d also landed himself a teaching fellowship at the University of Miami, so he already had a place to live when he started his new job a couple of weeks ago.

      Rick was her dog. She’d adopted him, raised him, trained him, fed him, and took him to the vet.

      James only wanted Rick because Googly-Eyes McBoobstein liked dogs, and James had known fighting for custody of him would hurt Jasmine’s heart and wallet. He’d moved the coed into their house as soon as Jasmine had moved out.

      Enjoy Ft. Lauderdale, asshole. What’ll be left of it.

      If the rock hit water, the ensuing tsunami from the pressure waves that would ricochet around the planet would make their current house—at only seven feet above sea level—uninhabitable.

      If it didn’t outright destroy it.

      Even if the thing didn’t hit water, there would still likely be tsunamis. Maybe only minor ones, but Florida wasn’t exactly a high-elevation state.

      As if following her thoughts, Rick looked at her from where he sat up in the passenger seat, happily smiling, tongue hanging out.

      She reached over and stroked his head. “Good boy. I think you’ll like Montana’s weather better, anyway.”

      Instead of fighting traffic on I-95, she opted to cross over Alligator Alley to I-75 and head north from there. She could loop around Atlanta and make her way north and west.

      Her functional numbness remained, even hours after her conversation with Dale. Part of her wanted to believe the call had been a figment of her imagination. Denial.

      How many times in the past had alarmists warned that this was it, that the world would end due to a specific NEO intercepting the Earth’s orbit?

      Too many times to count.

      What all those false alarms and conspiracy theories had in common was that even respectable news agencies and websites usually mentioned them, at the very least in derisive terms of, Oh, no, here we go—again.

      This time?

      Nothing.

      Silence.

      Something would have pinged her radar, considering all the scientific e-mail lists and blogs she was subscribed to, but nope. Not even scientific scorn.

      Zip.

      Hell, 99942 Apophis had received a lot of mainstream coverage, mostly because it seemed like NASA and JPL put out a nonstop stream of press releases about how it was not going to plow into the Earth, in response to every nut with a mail-order astrophysics degree and a YouTube channel who’d been determined to whip the public into a frenzy and—

      Oh.

      Fortunately, she was coming up on an exit, because she had to pull over. Her hands shook as she realized the truth had finally sunk into her soul in a deep and painful way.

      This is not a drill.
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