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"Never predict the end of the world. You're almost certain to be wrong, and if you're right, no one will be around to congratulate you."

― John Green
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First, welcome to my community of readers. Let me emphasize how important it is for you to become familiar with my website, billbrownnovels.com. It is the hub of my operation. There are offerings there that are unique to my website -  coupons, discount notices, new release information, e-books, audiobooks, novellas, short stories, or other interesting media that you will find nowhere else.

I invite you to subscribe to my newsletter so I can keep you updated on what’s happening in the community.  .Use this link to join my list

Reviews can mean the difference between success and failure for indie authors.  Please submit a review to Goodreads, or if you’re not familiar with Goodreads, please email it to me.  Thank you!

With warmest regards,

Bill Brown
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This edition of Level 6 contains links at the end of select chapters that connect to author commentary about events and characters up to that point in the book.  No spoilers are given concerning future chapters.
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Prologue
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History shows the Earth has been through 5 levels of extinction, until now...

In October of 2025 astronomers confirmed the existence of five asteroids that had been hidden by the glow of Venus. They also confirmed these asteroids and possibly others could someday threaten the Earth.

There have been many predictions of the aftermath of large asteroids hitting the Earth. None of these scenarios are good. Most likely such an event would plunge the Earth into what scientists call an Impact Winter. However, if they all hit and are of sufficient size, Earth could be looking at the possible sixth extinction event in its history.

This is known as a Level 6 event.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


One

[image: ]




Las Campanas Observatory -  Atacama Desert, Chile

Jose Luis Almira felt like pinching himself every time he drove the narrow paved road up the mountain to the world’s largest telescope. He had only just received his doctorate in physics/astronomy two years ago and he was well aware that young astronomers rarely had the chance to work at any of the large observatories, let alone the newest and biggest. He often mused about the timing, as he had received his doctorate just a week after the Giant Magellan Telescope was dedicated. Every astral scientist in the world desperately wanted to work there.

His dissertation was on his research being a co-discoverer of five large, hidden asteroids orbiting near Venus. They had remained hidden due to the pattern of their orbit with this planet’s orbit around the Sun. But his paper centered on their non-conforming orbits. That lack of stability could one day threaten planet Earth because five of those rocks were large enough to be deemed ‘city killers.’  Almira had run further calculations postulating that there were likely even larger, unstable asteroids lurking behind the Sun’s glare near Venus, thus rendering them invisible. If he was right, and his increasing observations indicated he was, the larger rocks represented a much greater threat to the planet he and billions of others called home. Still, the chance of the asteroids breaking out of their ever-changing orbits was small, but not an impossibility.

That dissertation, along with his uncle being on the Board of Governors, had landed him his position at this Giant Magellan Telescope and he intended to make his Uncle Javier Almira proud.

Pulling into his parking spot, Jose saw he had arrived at the same time as his friend Greg Sims — the other half of the research team on the Venus asteroid discovery.  Scientists at the telescope worked in shifts, and they had drawn the evening-until-midnight shift. Before they went inside, they noticed construction workers just down the hill shutting down their equipment after a day of working on new parking lots for tourist buses.

Jose was disgusted. “You know this means more tours and that means we’ll be giving more talks.  And that means having less time to do the important work where we’re needed most.”

“Jose, my friend, you need to learn about marketing and fundraising.” Sims smiled. “You’re only making the big bucks now because of those tourists. We should embrace them.”

“The only thing you want to embrace, Greg, are the hot women on the tours, particularly the co-eds.  And please ... show me the big bucks you’re talking about.”

“You don’t like co-eds, Jose?” Sims laughed. “You’ve been working too hard, my friend.”

Jose turned, shaking his head. “I don’t think Ana would approve. You take the girls. I’ll focus on the latest models of our little Venus friends. I wonder what they are up to tonight?”

The bulk of the inside staff had gone home for the night, and that’s why the evening and night shifts were Jose’s favorite. No tours and not very many others around who wanted to talk about their favorite footballers or their love conquests. It was just him and the computer runs and the data. Lots of data.

While Sims checked the assignments and programmed the huge mirror to the assigned star quadrant for tonight’s observations, Jose went to his own computer and checked on the Venus outliers. He liked to call them the bad kids: Asteroids that didn’t behave the way they were supposed to. But they were ‘his kids’ and while their irregular orbits fluctuated like the behavior of naughty children, usually the night following an orbital fluctuation showed little deviation. Highly unstable was not a phrase he would use to describe them — and to him that was both good and bad. Good, because they didn’t break orbit entirely and go rogue. Bad, because they weren’t as exciting as those prior nights, just over two years ago, when their existence had been confirmed and had thereby won acclaim for those two doctorate students. Of course, if they did go rogue, one of their computed trajectories was directly at Earth and that would be a disaster.

Jose began running the data through the model programs looking for any significant deviations. So intent was he on that task that he did not see the flashing red light on the lower right corner of his screen... this automatic alarm was designed to notify him of a dramatic change in the readings. By clicking on the alarm icon, it would automatically take him to the point in the program clearly delineating data showing the changes. Instead, he intently watched his screen, completely focusing on the models until finally the flashing light drew his attention.

As he read the algorithm determinations his eyes widened — the new calculations had upgraded the five hunks of space rock to PHA status! Potentially Hazardous Asteroid status was not what he liked to see. Scratching his head as he struggled to wade through the numbers, he saw that four major orbital elements had radically changed. The semi-major axis was different; the eccentricity had elevated from an irregular but tolerable near zero to nearly a Level One. The inclination and the longitude readings of the ascending node — all determiners of even an erratic orbit — were off the charts. To the average person, all that was just mumbo jumbo, but to an astronomer it spelled trouble. And if those numbers kept increasing, it could mean big trouble for planet Earth.

“Um, Greg?” He called out to his friend, wanting him to check the numbers so he could be sure he wasn’t hallucinating, just like when they had made their discovery.  “I think you’d better see this.”

Sims recognized that familiar tone in his friend’s voice and hurried to finish his coordinates for the giant telescope for the evening. Finishing, he quickly climbed down the ladder and went to join Jose.

“What did you find now? Will we survive?” Sims jokingly asked. Then seeing Jose’s facial expression as he pointed to the models, he knew this wasn’t a joke. Sims carefully went over the model’s conclusions and then looked at the numbers, not believing what he was seeing. “Oh, no...this has got to be a glitch. A power surge? A computer fart?” He quickly ran the diagnostics just as Jose had. After seeing the results, he needed to sit down and looked for a chair.

“Alright, Jose. What are we looking at? I mean, I think I know but what do you think?”

“The same thing you do. They’re breaking orbit and the latest trajectory puts us in the cross hairs. The question is why?  That discrepancy is huge. Too huge, unless they’re being acted on by another larger force.” Jose sat back heavily in his own chair.

“But it would have to be huge to exert such a strong gravitational pull. Why haven’t we seen it?” Sims began mentally running through different scenarios.

“For the same reason no one has seen our five ‘kids,’ Greg. The Venus glare is so bright that whatever it is could be back there, waiting.  And if it has the same discrepancy, it could be pulling the others along.”

“And what if there’s a bigger one or maybe even two back there? Let’s say mama and poppa decide to take the kids out for a ride?” Sims asked, knowing the answer. “Does the itinerary still include a stop at good ol’ Earth?”

“Nothing has changed there.” Jose didn’t like the answer but still managed to smile at the question.

“Well, we can’t kick this upstairs just yet. Even your uncle would ream us for lack of data.”

“We’ll continue to crunch the models through the weekend and if there’s no change, we wait. But if the factors grow...”

“We tell the world to get ready to move underground and pray there will be something left...” Sims paused, then turned to head back over to the telescope.

Author commentary after Chapter 1



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Two

[image: ]




Elko, Nevada

Wade Harper was getting tired of having to defend to the locals his choice of owning both an electric car and truck. They were always kidding him about it. After all, Harper had spent the last 20 years in the eastern part of the state after attending the University of Nevada, Reno, before returning to Elko to teach high school. Of course, when fuel prices skyrocketed the ultra conservatives found a way to blame it on liberal policies even though their own party was in power. Harper was careful not to gloat as he listened to the ranchers and farmers talking about nearly going broke. Their saving grace? The price of beef was also up but even that wasn’t keeping pace. Even so, enough of them still gathered at their favorite watering hole to keep the conversation going while Harper only listened, while laughing inside.

As prices got worse he didn’t go to the local bar as much unless he knew a few of his good friends were going to be there. That helped lessen the effect of being glared at by the fossil fuel lovers who were still holding on, and not willing to go electric. Being 6’4” and muscular, this former Army Ranger with sandy blonde hair knew he could handle himself and easily handle more than one drunk local. But thankfully it hadn’t come to that.

It was during one of the friendlier gatherings at the bar when Harper’s phone buzzed with an out of state number showing on the display. Normally he would let this kind of call go to voicemail, but he was curious when he saw it was a Los Angeles area code.

“This is Wade.”

The caller asked, “Wade Harper of Elko, Nevada?”  Harper thought, if this is a scam call that’s a funny way to begin.

“Yes, and who am I talking to?”

“My name is Andrew Tidwell of the law firm Tidwell and Somersby in Los Angeles. I am calling on behalf of the estate of Harold Harper. I believe he was your uncle?”

It took Wade a moment, but then a mental picture of old weird Uncle Harold snapped into view. Many large families had their funny outliers, the ones who just didn’t fit in. That was Uncle Harold. While others wrote off his fantastical stories of gold mines in South America and Africa as the fantasies of a relative facing dementia, Wade had always taken the time to listen and treat his uncle kindly. He was never bored hearing the stories but other family members were demeaning and dismissed his uncle’s incredible stories as just so much fiction. But Wade had enjoyed them. He thought of his uncle, the few times he got to sit down with him, as a man longing for company who had fantastic stories to share. He didn’t just write him off to an incurable disease. In any case, he hadn’t seen his uncle for years.

“You said you represent his estate?”

“Yes, Mr. Harper. In his will he left you everything— his properties and finances.”

“Mr. Tidwell, my uncle was a kind man, but he had very little. I had spent time with him, and while he had great stories ...”

“Your uncle had amassed a sizable fortune between his mines and other properties, Mr. Harper.”

“You mean those stories were actually real?” Wade had a hard time believing that the man his entire family mocked and made fun of hadn’t made up those stories just to seem more important than others would give him credit for.

“Wade, if I may call you that, I came to know Harold quite well. His family hurt him very deeply, all except for you. Even though the time you spent with him was short, he always respected you. He appreciated your kindness and your empathy and, in his own way, he loved you. I myself was quite fond of the man. Anyway, you are the sole heir.”

Wade was quiet as he wondered how his uncle had actually made a ‘sizable fortune.’

“What do I do now, Mr. Tidwell?”

“It’s Andrew, and I guess the best place to start is for you to come to Los Angles for a formal probate hearing. Normally your travel wouldn’t be necessary but since we are discussing in excess of a quarter of a billion dollars, um, actually $279 million and change, the court will want to be very thorough in the matter.”

Harper coughed up the sip of beer he had just taken.

“Are you kidding me? I mean how, when ...”

“And of course that is just the liquidity. Most of the mines are still functional so that total is preliminary as you will still have funds pouring in. I’m sure you can see the reason now for requiring you appear in person in Los Angeles.”

“Yes, of course.” Harper looked over at his friends’ shocked expressions, as one of them was cleaning up after his ‘incident’ with a mouthful of beer.

“You’ll need proper legal counsel, of course. Unfortunately, I’m out of the running since I am representing the estate. I’ll have the documents and full business breakdown delivered by armed couriers to your residence. You’ll be notified when they arrive. The papers will have my full contact information, and you should have them by late tomorrow. I suspect it will take you until then to sort out your thoughts anyway. Are you okay? Any questions? If you need to reach me tonight I believe you have my number on your cellphone. Harold said you carried it everywhere.”

“Uh, yes. That’s true.”

“There is one more thing, Wade. Harold was a bit of a fatalist and that was no wonder with the rest of his family being that way — except for you, of course. He believed civilization was soon going to end. He said it had come to him in a dream. To that end he had purchased several hundred acres in Colorado. There’s a private mountain there on his property with a huge cave. He was building a shelter inside for himself and other chosen people. I don’t know who else he was trying to save because he didn’t know that many people. Now, it’s not a demand but he hoped you would carry on his legacy. Anyway, that gives you a brief synopsis of the situation, and there will be more to discuss when we meet.”

“Yeah, okay, Mr. Tidwell. Thanks.” Harper clicked off the call, a bit dazed by the conversation he had just had.

“Well? What the hell was that?” asked one of his friends as he finished wiping beer off the table.

“Do you guys know a really, really, really good attorney? Somebody who knows probate?”

On his drive home, Harper rehearsed how to tell his wife about all this.  She had just started her own small crafting business in town and had finally been successful in getting the local ladies involved. It was definitely picking up after the local ladies discovered that her classes proved to be relaxing, fun and didn’t cost a lot of money.

Maybe he should start with, ‘Hi, honey. Guess what? We just became millionaires!’  But that just didn’t feel right. Or, maybe, ‘Guess what? We’re moving to Colorado!’  No, that definitely wouldn’t work. He finally decided to see what her mood was first, and then just tell her.  

As he walked in the front door he could hear her in the kitchen. The sound of clanging pots and pans was louder than normal meaning she might not be happy at the moment. Usually, he would wait for her frustration to settle after a quick hello and listening about her day without saying a word other than support where she needed it. But tonight, well, things seemed different.

“Sweetheart, I’ve got news.” He laid the groundwork as he walked toward the kitchen at the back of the house.

“I hope it’s better than my day!” she shouted back. “Why did I ever start this business? First the register broke, then three women out of a six-person class didn’t show. Not a good day.”

Harper gave her a kiss on the cheek as she stirred a pot of something he didn’t recognize.

“How about we go out to dinner?  Maybe a nice, big steak?” He really couldn’t figure out what she was stirring.

“First, what’s your news and then maybe we’ll go to dinner.”

“You remember my Uncle Harold?” Wade looked for a coke in the fridge.

“Weird Harold? Yeah, I guess so. I know you liked him.”

“Well, he has died.” Harper’s soda can hissed as he opened it.

She stopped stirring. “Oh, I’m so sorry, Wade. Yes, of course, we can go out tonight for dinner if you need to just relax and talk.”

“I’m okay. I just found out he left us his estate — but we have to move to Colorado to get it. Well, at least long enough to see that his last wishes are carried out.” Harper waited to drop the big news.

“Oh, Wade, really?  But this is our home, and I’ve got the store finally, and ...”

Wade was trying hard to remain serious as he said, “Even if only half of your customers show up for the classes?”

“I mean, sweetheart, can’t you go and take care of things? It can’t be that much. I remember you saying he liked to tell wild tales. I’m sure whatever it is won’t take you long.”

“Well, I guess I don’t have to go, although I would have liked to have had the money. You know, fix things up around here, maybe add onto the shop...”  Wade decided it was ‘kaboom’ time.

“Add onto the shop? How much did he leave you?” She was finally intrigued.

“Oh, well...” Wade took another sip of his coke, building the suspense. “Uh, just a shade over $279 million.” He thought her cough sounded a lot like his when he got the news at the bar, except there was no beer to clean up.  She took a tissue, wiped her nose and stood quietly looking at him trying to figure out if this was some kind of elaborate joke.

“Sweetheart, you’re not kidding are you?” She was unsure but hoping it was true.

“Not kidding, Natalie. And in addition to that, there are also some mines that are still producing... more money than we can possibly spend. I’m expecting some visitors tomorrow who will be bringing paperwork for us to look at.”

“This is real, it’s really real!” She had raised her right hand with the index finger pointing up as she appeared to look around the kitchen but not really seeing anything. “An uncle who the family thought was mondo bizarro dies and makes you a multi-millionaire?  These things don’t happen.  Okay, I’ll get my coat and we’ll go get that steak to celebrate!”

The next morning, the doorbell rang, interrupting their breakfast, making both of them jump. Opening the door, Wade saw two large men dressed in suits with obvious bulges from whatever they were carrying under their suit jackets. He had been promised armed couriers, and he got them.

“Wade Harper?” asked one of the men who was holding a large thick envelope. The other held up a square device pointed at Harper that beeped after a moment.

The second man nodded. “That’s him.”

“Mr. Harper, we have a highly secure delivery for you. My partner just scanned your facial features to confirm your identity. It’s a new toy. It really shortens the time involved and so far it’s been absolutely accurate.” The first man handed over a paper for Wade to sign and as he did the other man videoed the delivery. Wade looked at the sender’s address seeing Tidwell’s name on the printed envelope. It wasn’t a label, but a preprinted thick sleeve designed to impress — and for Wade, it did just that.

“Thank you, Mr. Harper. Have a good day.” The men turned and walked back to a black SUV with tinted windows. Wade knew ex-military when he saw it. From his guess the two men had special ops written all over them with the label ‘Do not mess with.’

Shutting the door, he looked at his wife. “Here’s the proof.”

They opened the package and began pouring over the documents. Included were photos of Uncle Harold signing the documents and one of him smiling at the camera, as though he was looking at his nephew, happy with his gift and hoping Wade would continue with his mission. Natalie was the first to spot the probate figures.

“There it is. $279 million. Baby, what do we do now?”

“First stop is Los Angeles to go through the probate proceedings. Can you get someone to watch the store?” Wade looked up from reading the cover letter.

“Can you get someone to cover for you at school?” She smiled for the first time.

And then, on the same wavelength, they both looked at each other, saying, “Who cares?”

“Before we go, I’ve got to find legal counsel — the best, if that exists around here.” He reached for his laptop.
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Las Campanas Observatory

Over the weekend Almira and Sims had been repeatedly running the same data checks on their discovery without telling anyone about their suspicions.  The problem they were having? Their suspicions edged closer and closer to scientific reality every day. Their dilemma? When to take their evidence to the Board of Governors and drop it in their lap. At that point they would have to decide how to go public and who they could trust within the various government agencies.

As they both stared at the same data pouring out of their models, Jose asked the question, “So, what can we say? What can we predict?”

“I guess all we can say is that we can’t predict anything.” Sims smiled. “And that these little guys can break out at any moment with the most likely trajectory being directly for Earth. We also can’t predict any timeframe since there is no data actuality, no baseline for the models to project any action. And no predictable orbit since it constantly changes.”

“Okay, so what do we know?” Jose shook his head in confusion.

“That if we’re right and they suddenly decide to take the celestial tour...we’re toast. Literally toast.” Sims thought of the predicted heat and fire that would consume much of the world in such an extinction-level cataclysm.

“Somehow, we have to get the Board of Governors in here. They have to see the models running, in real time. Most of the board members are scientists and while they could use our printouts or even access this via a live remote link... to have them actually standing here and seeing the fluctuations is going to have much more of an impact.... no pun intended.”  Jose worried as to whether the board members would be able to draw the same conclusions that he and Greg had. It’s not easy for some, regardless of how educated, to accept the possibility of the end of civilization as we know it. But still, he reasoned, the data wasn’t final. They were just the messengers of possibilities.
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