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Space is not empty.

The Solar System, with the earth and all the other planets we know and love, exists within a bubble called the Heliosphere, created by the constant torrent of charged particles blasted from the sun. The Solar Wind, as it is called, is actually the sun’s atmosphere and extends about 11 billion miles into space, protecting the earth from dangerous cosmic radiation that would otherwise fry us all. 

It was in 1950 that Dutch astronomer Jan Oort theorized the mysterious mass of icy space rocks that bears his name. Surrounding the Solar System over one 180 trillion miles away, no one has ever seen it. It is believed to be there because it has to be there. The Oort cloud is thought to contain billions, if not trillions, of frozen rocks of various sizes, shapes and compositions that ordinarily would be of no consequence to us. That is, until a random collision knocks one out of the cloud and towards our sun.

Then the icy boulder might find its way to our neighborhood. The chances of a collision with the earth would be infinitesimally small, but if it were close enough, it would be a sight to see. The Solar Wind would cause it to develop a coma, or a gigantic sheath of glowing gases, that would eventually stretch millions of miles, producing the characteristic comet’s tail.

One huge, ice-covered rock, some 40 miles in diameter, drifted through the Solar System for nearly 2,500 years after being liberated from the Oort cloud, finally reaching within a few hundred million miles of the Sun. Soon, the Solar wind would burn away some of the frozen gases and other materials surrounding the core, producing a spectacular comet with a bright green head and a beautiful blue tail. What made it strange was that, while most comets were simply “dirty snowballs”, this one had an unusual nucleus under its icy layers.

Amateur astronomer Laura Skyler was the first to spot it from her little home-made observatory in Flagstaff, Arizona. But it was astronomy professor at the University of Chicago, Herbert Bernard, who confirmed that it was indeed a new comet while doing research at the Yerkes Observatory. It was determined to be periodic and was the second comet to be discovered in the second half of the year, hence it was named P/2025 B2/Skyler-Bernard, or just Skyler-Bernard for short. Long before it would become visible to the naked eye, someone on social media dubbed it the “Sky Burner,” a name that caught on quickly.

Skyler-Bernard was unusual in that it had an iron core and showed signs of a very strong magnetic field. This was cause for some concern at first because another comet, named Sliding Spring, had had a significant effect on the planet Mars in 2014. It, too, had a magnetic field that interacted with the Martian magnetic field, throwing it into chaos. There was evidence that Mars had lost some of its sparse atmosphere in the encounter. 

NASA scientists were quick to note that the Earth’s magnetic field is much stronger than the one around Mars. But, as one pseudo-scientist on social media reminded, the Sky Burner’s iron nucleus was 400,000 times larger than Sliding Spring, so it would very likely have a much more powerful magnetic field. And it was going to pass less than three quarters of a million miles from Earth. Which is actually pretty close.

The experts assured the world that the Sky Burner comet was still just an ice-covered mass that would never get near enough to do any kind of damage. It was not about to “burn” the sky, or anything else, for that matter. It would only be an amazing sight in the night sky.

Or so they believed.
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The petite, young, tan-skinned woman in the blue pantsuit stormed out of her dressing room. “Don’t you ever call me that again!”

Rocky Markunas, a tall, buff man with dark hair and sharp features, was hot on her heels. “Don’t call you what?” he said.

“Don’t call me ‘the weather girl!’”

“I didn’t call you that. That’s what Bill said.”

She sighed, “Idiot.”

Rocky grinned. “He called you that on the air last night.”

She stopped and glared at him. “Yes. And he called me ‘Steffie’, too. My name is not Steffie.” Stephanie Asher growled as she entered the makeup room where Angie, a veteran makeup artist, directed her to a chair. 

Rocky followed and stood behind them. “Why are you so hostile tonight?” he said.

“I’m not hostile!” Stephanie said, louder than she had intended. She looked up at Angie and whispered, “Sorry.” She gazed at Rocky through the mirror while Angie put a white bib around her neck and applied powder to her face. “Look, Rocky,” she said, mustering up as much calm as she could. “You’re trying to reason with me, and I appreciate it. But I’m just a little tired of being treated like some kind of stupid little starlet.”

“You do happen to be a very attractive woman. That kind of helps when you’re on TV.”

“It’s the news, dammit! I give the weather report!” Stephanie turned in her chair.

Angie spun the chair back around. “You got to be still. I almost got powder in your hair, girl!”

“I’m sorry,” Stephanie sighed.

“Yes, you report the weather,” Rocky said, “And you do an incredible job. Everybody knows that. A lot of people tune in just to see you!”

“Then why are they always trying to get me to wear a skirt?”

Rocky smiled. “You have nice legs?”

Stephanie’s eyes narrowed. Angie stopped and waited for Stephanie to settle down. Then she shook her head and put the powder away.

“That was meant to be a compliment,” Rocky grinned a little.

“I just want to be taken seriously, that’s all,” she looked up at Angie, who was now working with an eyebrow pencil, “A little more arch, please?”

“You got it,” Angie said.

“Look,” Rocky said, “we’re all on edge, okay? We’re all worried about the future of the station. I mean, whether it goes belly up or if the network buys us, we’re all screwed.”

Angie stopped working on Stephanie’s face and looked up at Rocky. “You don’t think the network would keep any of us?”

“They’d probably bring in all their own people,” Rocky said.

“Damn,” she returned to Stephanie’s eyebrows. “You two would probably be okay. It’s us that’ll be screwed.”

“Me? A remote cameraman?” Rocky chuckled. “Most reporters nowadays just set up a camera on a tripod themselves and stand in front of it. Or they use somebody’s cellphone video. If it wasn’t for the union and my seniority—”

“But they would keep you, right?” Angie said to Stephanie.

Stephanie looked up and smiled. “I’m on in twenty minutes.”

“I got you, girl,” Angie went back to work.

Rocky sighed and walked out of the room.

After she was done with makeup, Stephanie went to the news office to go over her notes for the upcoming newscast. She breezed past the desks of the WXXN prime-time news anchors, Bill Frank and Naomi Chen. Naomi gave Stephanie a friendly smile as she walked by.

“Hey, Steffie,” Bill said from his desk.

Stephanie stopped and closed her eyes, “It’s ‘Stephanie’.”

“Right,” Bill said dismissively. “Got any news on the comet? The Sky Burner?”

“Yes, I’ll have information on the Skyler-Bernard comet.”

“Okay, I’m expecting a full report,” Bill said.

“She’ll do an excellent job, as always.” Naomi narrowed her eyes at him.

“Hey, she’s new!” Bill held up his hands. “Just trying to help.”

“She’s been with the station for three years and she’s been doing the weather for eight months. She’s not new!” Naomi said. “You just focus on your cues, alright? I’m a little tired of your chiming in whenever you feel like it. At least wait until I’m done speaking.”

“It’s called banter,” Bill chuckled. “Makes us seem like a family. Keeps things light and interesting.”

Naomi shook her head and went back to typing on her laptop.

“Just trying to help.” Bill looked down at his computer. “We need to keep our ratings up. When the network buys the station, I want them to keep you and Steffie!”

Naomi looked up at Stephanie and rolled her eyes. Stephanie smiled back.
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The 10:00 PM WXXN Real-Time News was on the air. Bill and Naomi sat behind a massive stainless steel and glass desk in front of a huge green screen. On TV, they appeared to be in an ultra-modern space with an impossible view of the Chicago skyline behind them. They reported stories both domestic and global. More shootings and robberies in the city, now happening in neighborhoods once thought to be safe. Corruption was running rampant in Chicago’s City Hall, Springfield, Illinois, and Washington, D.C. They ran a video that Rocky had shot a couple of hours earlier of a terrible wreck on DuSable Lake Shore Drive. 

“In news from the Middle East,” Bill read from the teleprompter, “an Egyptian fighter pilot lost control of his plane this afternoon and crashed into the Great Pyramid of Giza, severely damaging the—” he leaned forward slightly and squinted, “—the apex?”

The studio monitors switched to the scene of flaming wreckage atop the pyramid taken from a helicopter. There were a couple of minutes of interviews with eyewitnesses and some Egyptian government official. While the video ran, Bill glared at Norman, the news director, in the control room through the soundproof glass. Norman, hearing Bill’s flub over his headset, threw his hands up.

“Apex means ‘top,’” Naomi said. “The plane crashed into the top of the pyramid.”

“Why can’t we just use plain English?” Bill grumbled. “All we’re doing is confusing the viewers.”

“Get ready, Bill,” Norman said over the intercom. “You’re back on in five—four—three—two—one!”

Bill spoke, “The pilot, who was on routine maneuvers, ejected just before impact and survived with minor injuries. However, the removal of the wreckage will take weeks, and it will take months to repair—the top —of the pyramid. So far, no sign of any terrorist involvement.”

Naomi turned to Bill. “Have you ever seen the great pyramid, Bill?”

“No, I haven’t.”

“I have. It’s a beautiful sight. After this, I doubt it will ever be the same.” Naomi shook her head. “Hopefully after the repairs—”

“Yes, that’s very sad,” Bill interrupted her and broke into a toothy smile. “Now let’s go to our weather girl for an update on the Sky Burner comet. Steffie?”

When the camera switched away, Naomi turned and gave Bill a nasty look. Bill shrugged innocently, “What?”

The scowl on Stephanie’s face quickly morphed into a bright smile when the light on her camera blinked on. She stood in front of a green screen that showed up as an image of the night sky over Chicago on the monitors.

“Thanks, Bill. It’s actually called the Skyler-Bernard comet, named for the two individuals who discovered it. And it won’t be visible to the naked eye for a couple of days. If you have a small telescope, or even a good pair of binoculars, you might see it near the Big Dipper. It’ll be a fuzzy spot now, as the coma is just developing.”

The image behind her changed to a picture of a comet in space.

“The Sky Burner is going to be quite a sight, I hear!” Bill said off camera.

“Skyler-Bernard,” Stephanie said.

“Right,” Bill said, “named after the men who discovered it!”

“Laura Skyler is a woman,” Stephanie forced a smile.

“Yeah, so we’ll be able to see it now?” Bill said, still off camera.

“Like I said, with binoculars or a small telescope. The closest it’s going to pass will be around 750,000 miles away, which, in astronomical terms, is very close. Just about three times the distance between the Earth and the moon.”

“It’s not going to hit us, I hope,” Bill said.

Stephanie hid her irritation well. “No, Bill. Not according to NASA.”

“But how can they really know? How can they be sure?”

“I think we can trust NASA on this, Bill,” Stephanie said as the screen behind her changed to some statistics about the comet; its size, just under 40 miles in diameter, its speed, over 20,000 miles per hour, and the projected length of its tail when it gets near earth, over 1,000,000 miles.

Bill tried to interject again when he realized that his microphone had been turned off. He scowled at Norman through the glass.

“It is also said to have an iron core and an unusually strong magnetic field,” Stephanie continued. “But the folks at NASA say there’s nothing to worry about. We’ll have more details as it gets closer.” The background changed again to a local weather map. “So, tomorrow is going to be a beautiful day in Chicago—”

As the broadcast ended, Stephanie stepped out from under the hot lights and headed towards Rocky, who was giving her a thumbs up. He helped her remove the transmitter package from her waist. They heard Bill and Norman arguing in the control room.

“Why the hell did you turn off my mic?” Bill demanded.

“When are you going to learn when to shut the hell up?” Norman growled.

Rocky chuckled and turned to Stephanie. “Great job, as usual. You really did your homework,” he handed the mic equipment to a passing technician. “I know I’m dying to see the Sky Burner.”

“Why does everyone keep calling it that? Its name is Skylar-Bernard,” Stephanie sighed. “And a comet is full of frozen gasses. There is nothing ‘burning’ about it.”

“It’s just a cool name!”

“Well, it’s wrong. And disrespectful to the people who discovered it.”

Bill stepped over, nudging Rocky aside. “Well done, Steffie!”

“Thanks,” she said dryly.

“But—” he pointed a finger at her, “don’t you ever, ever, correct me on the air again!”

They glared at Bill as he stormed away.
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The first man-made satellites launched into orbit were part of the Geophysical Year, a global science project to study the Earth and the Sun in the late 1950s. The first two Russian satellites, Sputnik 1 and Sputnik 2, launched into orbit in October and November 1957. Explorer 1 and Vanguard 1, the American responses, launched in early 1958. The Sputniks stopped working and burned up in the atmosphere a few months after launch. Explorer stayed aloft for twelve years before falling from the sky. Only Vanguard remained in orbit, having been there for over 60 years, giving it the distinction of being the first piece of space junk.

Orbiting at 2,000 miles above the earth at a speed of 1,700 miles per hour, the silvery grapefruit-sized Vanguard satellite was supposed to stay in orbit another 150 years. But something strange happened. Its lazy tumbling in space suddenly halted, and it changed direction. Captured by a bizarre magnetic anomaly, it was pulled hundreds of miles away, joining thousands of other pieces of space litter, from nuts, bolts, and lost hand tools to complete rocket stages. The junk gathered and moved along a gigantic magnetic line of force that had risen like an invisible rainbow from the earth and touched orbital space where it attracted anything ferromagnetic. It carried the debris along, slowly down a vast arc towards the earth. People on the surface from Brazil to Northern Ontario witnessed a dim, sparkling, whitish band across the night sky. It was about one fifth the width of the full moon as the space junk reflected lunar light.

Then, an hour-and-a-half later, the magnetic anomaly suddenly dissipated. Some of the junk fell and burned up in the atmosphere and some found new orbits. To most people watching below, the mysterious band of light simply faded away.

––––––––
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Stephanie’s cell phone rang. It took three plays of the little hip-hop tune for her to blink away sleep, grab the phone from the bedstand, and answer.

“Norman?” she yawned over the phone. “It’s 6:00 in the morning!”

Norman spoke with urgency, “We need you to come to the studio as soon as you can. Very, very important.”

“Well, alright, but what’s this about?”

“I’ll explain it to you when you get here. Right away, okay?”

“Sure, Norman. Be right there.” She frowned and glared at her phone, then she sat up on the side of the bed and stretched.

A minute later, there was the sound of another cellphone chirping from behind the closed door of the bathroom. The door opened and Rocky stepped out, barefoot and in pajama bottoms, with the phone to his ear.

“Okay, Norman. As quickly as I can.” Rocky pressed the disconnect button. “Norman wants me to come into the office ASAP.”

“Me too,” Stephanie said. “You don’t think—”

“They wouldn’t call us in at 6:00 in the morning to can us. Gotta be something else.”

Stephanie sighed. “You really think the network would let us all go if they bought the station?”

Rocky walked over and sat next to her on the bed. “Hey, I’m toast no matter what. Only reason I’m still there is union seniority. And I’m the only one who can operate the old analog equipment. Besides, the network already has one affiliate in the city to run prime time stuff. If they bought our little station, they’d probably turn it into one of those channels that runs classic TV shows 24/7.”

“That would be awful!” Stephanie frowned.

“Hey, it’s all about the money! I mean, how much can it cost to play reruns of Andy Griffith and The Partridge Family? A few computers and the whole thing could run on its own.”

“So my job’s in danger, too.”

Rocky put his arm around her. “You can get a job at another station, easy. Especially if you get that degree in meteorology.”

“Maybe,” she leaned against him and ran her fingers through the hair on his chest. “But what would you do?”

“Me?” Rocky shrugged. “Maybe work with some production company. Or freelance. I could always do weddings and bar mitzvahs.”

“Oh, Rocky, no!” Stephanie sat up. “I’d probably end up at a station in another city.”

“We’ll figure it out,” he smiled. “At least we won’t have to keep us a secret anymore.”

“If Norman and the rest only knew,” Stephanie chuckled.

“Would it really make a difference now?”

She looked him in the eye. “Maybe not. But just to be safe, let’s not walk in together.”
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“Stephanie! Thanks for coming in so early!” Norman said from his seat when she entered the conference room.

“Of course. So, what’s this all about?” she sat down.

“It’s about that thing in the sky last night,” Norman said. “Didn’t you see it?”

“We—I was asleep. What thing?”

He tapped some keys on his laptop and the large screen in the front of the room sprang to life. The image that appeared was a nighttime shot of downtown Chicago. Above was a fuzzy band of light that arched across the sky.

“What the hell?”

“It appeared around 1:00 AM and faded away about 2:30. We want you to cover a special story that we think is related,” Norman grinned. “An exclusive.”

“Exclusive!” Stephanie tried to hide her excitement.

“Hey, Norman, Stephanie,” Rocky walked in. “What’s going on?”

Norman directed Rocky to a seat next to Stephanie. “I was just explaining to your friend here that we have an opportunity for an exclusive story, something that could be related to the phenomenon in the sky last night.”

Rocky and Stephanie glanced at each other when Howard used the word ‘friend’.

“What phenomenon?” Rocky asked. Stephanie directed him to the big screen.

“NASA is calling it some kind of magnetic anomaly,” Norman said. “Gathered a bunch of space junk in a band and brought some of it down to earth.”

“So you want me to cover the story and Rocky to do the camera work?”

“Exactly,” Norman said.

Stephanie slid her foot over to touch Rocky’s. A little game of “footsies” under the table that was a clandestine way of communicating around others. Rocky knew the code. When their feet touched gently, it simply meant, “I love you.” When she was excited, her foot would tap his. As it was doing now.

“I’ve never been to any of the NASA facilities,” Stephanie grinned. “Are we going to one of the Space Centers? Texas or Florida?”

“Uh, no,” Norman said. “Dr. Altgeld and his team actually work with NOAA.”

“What’s NOAA?” Rocky said.

“The National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration,” Stephanie explained. “So, we’re going to a weather research station somewhere?”

“Yes, in Canada, actually,” Norman said. “Yellowknife, to be exact.”

“Yellow what?” Rocky asked. “Where the hell’s that?”

Norman tapped his keyboard, and a map of the local neighborhood appeared. He entered “Yellowknife, Canada” in the search field. The map switched to an area of mottled green and blue with the word “Yellowknife” in the center and little else. He zoomed out. After a moment, the words “Northwest Territories” appeared. Another second or two and “Ontario” slid up from the bottom right.

“It’s about 3,000 miles northwest of Toronto.”

Howard explained he was sending them to a research outpost somewhere just north of downtown Yellowknife. Dr. Tyrone Altgeld was in charge of a joint NOAA and MSC project studying changing climate conditions. Altgeld, who was from the Chicago suburb of Evanston, had contacted WXXN to be the first to cover it. He was hoping he and his staff would get a chance to study and report the facts on the phenomenon before the big news networks came in and put their spin on the story. 

“It’s near where they believe the magnetic anomaly terminated. Could be nothing,” Norman shrugged. “But if it turns out to be something big, it would really make us look good to the network. Maybe they’ll even keep our news team intact.”

“So the network is going to buy the station?” Rocky said.

Norman shrugged. “You didn’t hear that from me.”

“Yellowknife?” Stephanie stared at the map on the video screen.

“You’re already booked on a flight. You have to be at O’Hare in three hours. Can you believe there’s a direct flight to Yellowknife, Canada?” Norman chuckled.

“Yellowknife?” Stephanie mumbled.

“We haven’t reserved hotel rooms yet. Is a double ok?” Norman asked.

“What?” Rocky blinked.

“Hey, it’s no secret you two have got something going on and it’s nobody’s business,” Norman waved a hand. “But it would save us a little money if you took a double, that’s all.”

Stephanie stared at the table as if in a trance. “Yellowknife?”
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Rokas Markunas was born and raised in the “Little Lithuania” community in Chicago’s Bridgeport neighborhood. He was the son of a butcher who had learned his trade in the old Chicago Stockyards and partnered with some friends and relatives to open his own meat market. After school, Rokas would help with the packing business; from unloading the carcasses to some of the cutting and packaging. As a result, he grew up strong and healthy, for the most part.

He learned to navigate the mean streets of Chicago and got a reputation as being a hero. Once he helped rip off the crunched doors of a car that had been in an accident to help the victims escape. All while smoke was pouring from under the hood and other bystanders gaped at a distance, afraid the vehicle might explode. Another time he stopped a robbery where a punk pulled a knife on an old man. Rokas confronted the thief, took away the knife, and broke it along with the punk’s nose. 

He took pleasure in helping others and saw himself as a protector of the weak and vulnerable in the neighborhood. People often saw him honing his fighting skills by punching sides of beef in the butcher shop for practice. His dad thought it was funny and even advertised how his meat was uniquely “tenderized.” One of Rokas’ friends saw Sylvester Stallone doing the same thing in an old movie on TV. From that point forward, they all called him “Rocky.”

He had an instinct to jump into action whenever help was needed. It seemed that there was nothing that could frighten Rocky Markunas.

Well, almost nothing.

“You’re shaking!” Stephanie was clutching Rocky’s arm tightly as they stood waiting on the boarding ramp. “Are you alright?”

“I need a drink,” Rocky’s voice quivered. “I need a drink, bad.”

“You can’t possibly be afraid to fly. I know you’ve flown several times.”

“Not afraid of flying. Just take-offs. And landings. And turbulence.”

“Try taking a deep breath,” she held on to him as they made their way to the entrance of the plane. 

“Is he okay?” the flight attendant smiled as Stephanie led the wide-eyed Rocky onto the aircraft.

“Can I get a drink?” Rocky said.

“After we’re airborne,” the attendant waved them on.

Stephanie located their seats and Rocky jammed their carry-on bags into the bin above. 

“You sit by the window,” he whispered. Stephanie slid into her seat, and he sat next to her. He took deep breaths and tried to relax, but she could still see that he was a basket case.

“Where is your—your thing?” she said.

“What thing?” 

“The blood pressure thing you put on your wrist.”

Rocky stood and opened the overhead bin and after a moment, sat back down and strapped the blood pressure monitor onto his wrist. He closed his eyes and tried to relax while Stephanie pressed buttons on the device that hummed softly as the cuff inflated.

“My God, it’s way too high,” Stephanie said, examining the display.

“I know. It’ll go back to normal once we’re safely in the air.”

“Why don’t you see a doctor about your high blood pressure?” Stephanie removed the cuff and slid the device into the seat pocket in front of her.

“I hate doctors and I hate taking medicine. Booze works better anyway.”

“I don’t like this.”

“It only happens when I get too excited. Or scared.”

“Thank God that doesn’t happen often.” Stephanie rubbed his arm.

Rocky nearly hyperventilated as they taxied to the runway. The engines roared, and the craft sped up to takeoff speed. Just as the plane left the ground, Rocky caught his breath. 

“Ow, Rocky!” Stephanie whispered. “You’re hurting my hand.”

Rocky covered his face. “Sorry,” he squealed.

The plane leveled off. 

“Are you okay now?” Stephanie said, rubbing her sore hand.

“Yeah,” Rocky sighed. “Didn’t mean to hurt you.”

“It’s okay. Should we take your blood pressure again?”

“Nah, it’s normal now. We’re past the worst part. It’s smooth sailing from here on out.” He was already calm and grinning.

Stephanie sighed. “I don’t get it. You’re not scared of anything else.”

“Look,” he said with a weak smile, “in a car I can walk away from an accident. Something goes wrong on a boat, I can swim. But no matter how hard I try, I sure as hell can’t fly. But as long as we’re cruising, I’m fine. I mean, I don’t feel anything. I just don’t look out the window.”

“Well, we have eight long hours to Yellowknife. You sure you’re gonna be alright?”

Rocky sighed. “I’m gonna to have a few drinks. It’ll make me sleep and I can deal with the landing better.”

“I’m sure they’ll be serving drinks soon,” she snuggled up to him and grabbed his arm. She gazed out of the window as the iconic Chicago skyline shrank into the distance. “So why do you really think Howard chose us for this assignment? I mean, really?”

Rocky patted her hand. “You’ve proven that you know your stuff. Hell, you’re the smartest damn person at the station. Me? Well, I’m good, but I’m not exactly the top cameraman anymore. Probably no one else wanted to go. He had to settle for second best.”

“Oh, Rocky,” she kissed him on the cheek. “You are the best. They picked you because we work so well together.”
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