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

        ~Albert Einstein

         

         

         

         

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

        from Do Not Go Gentle into that Good Night

        ~Dylan Thomas
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      June 6, 20~~

      Alpine, Texas

      

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

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

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

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

      Keme paused the video.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “Excuse me?”

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

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

      He waited.

      Finally her brown eyes met his.

      “That’s awful. Is it real?”

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

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

      “Probably so.”

      “When was that video recorded?”

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

      “Anything on the news sites?”

      He clicked to a different tab and unmuted the window.

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

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

      “What happened?”

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

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

      “Is the internet down?”

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

       

      Top story—#Planecrash

      Second story--#newsoutage

       

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

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

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

      “Where are you going?”

      “To weed the garden.”

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

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

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

      He turned his attention back to his monitor.

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

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

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

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

      He clicked on #stockmarketcollapse and scanned through the posts.

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “Nope.”

      “More questions?”

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

      “Huh.”

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

      “By how much?”

      “Eighty percent.”

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

      “It shouldn’t be.”

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

      He shrugged, then admitted, “Yeah.”

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

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

      “Have you called Tanda?”

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

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

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

      “What—”

      “Look.”

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

      “Let’s go,” he said.

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

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

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

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

      “Meet back here?”

      “No. Do you have any cash?”

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

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

      “Yeah. Five hundred.”

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

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

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

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

      “She’s not here,” Edna said.

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

      “What’s going on?”

      “Train crash.”

      “Wow.”

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

      “Okay. Should I go over there?”

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

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

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

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

      “Lights are still working,” he pointed out.

      “For now.”

      “Leave her a note that I came by?”

      “Of course.”

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

      “Will do.”

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

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

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

      “Just gave it all to Lucy.”

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

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

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

      “Do you sell those?”

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

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

      “You want the kit and...”

      “Yeah.”

      “What’s going on, Keme?”

      “I really don’t know.”

      “But you think something is going on.”

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

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

      “Like?”

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

      “Huh.”

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

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

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

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

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

      “Okay.”

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

      Jack nodded once, his expression giving away very little.

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

      “Yeah. You too.”

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

      “What did Tanda say?”

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

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

      “Okay.”

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

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

      “I don’t understand what that means.”

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

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

      “Is this another one of your conspiracy theories?”

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

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

      “But it doesn’t work.”

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

      “Do we have a can opener?”

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

      “Electric?”

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

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

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

      “Where are you going?”

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

      “How are you doing on food?”

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

      “And medicine?”

      “Medicine?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “Good idea,” his father agreed.

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

      “Ammo?”

      “Yeah. Just in case.”

      “For the rifle or the handgun?”

      “Both.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “Yeah. I do.”

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

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

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

      “But you wish he were closer.”

      “Yeah. I do.”

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

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

      His parents remained quite self-sufficient.

      Akule was back in Alpine and not bouncing around Austin.

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

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

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

      “We could use the liquor cabinet.”

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

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

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

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

      “Thought you were on summer break.”

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

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

      The bank.

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

      “Things get ugly.”

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

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

      “What?”

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

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

      “Which we don’t.”

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

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

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

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

      “Okay.”

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

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

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

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

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

      Many people had never grown a garden.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “Why would we be?”

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

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

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

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

      “I don’t know. Maybe.”

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

      Keme nodded and waited.

      It was plain that Jeannie wasn’t done.

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

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

      “Correct.”

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

      “Also correct.”

      “So where am I in this scenario?”

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

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

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

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

      He kissed her, then jammed the truck into drive.

      “Let’s see if Akule’s home.”

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

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

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

      “All the phones are out,” Akule said.

      “Correct.”

      “Why doesn’t our television work?”

      “Streaming services depend on internet.”

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

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

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

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

      “I wish Paco was here.”

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

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

      “And change a tire.”

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

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

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

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

      “And Abuela?”

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

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

      “What about Tanda?”

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

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

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

      Lucy simply patted his hand.

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

      Would they remember this night forever?

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

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

      “Depends.”

      “On?”

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

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

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

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

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

      An owl called out.

      Crickets sang.

      Wind rustled the leaves of the trees.

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

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

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

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

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

      “Pretty late.”

      “Did you sleep at all?”

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

      “Ummm. Campground coffee.”

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

      “I’ll take the instant.”

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

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

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

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

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

      “Am I going to like any of them?”

      “Probably not.”

      Lucy smiled and motioned for him to continue.

      “Domestic terrorism⁠—”

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

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

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

      “International terrorism.”

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

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

      “But again, what would they gain?”

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

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

      “No, not that.”

      “What else is there?”

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

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

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

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

      He kissed her lips, then began clearing the table.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “You guys have enough food and stuff?”

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

      Keme shrugged. “Tell John I came by?”

      “Sure.”

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

      “Okay.”

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

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

      A book on how to make animal snares.

      A hunting knife.

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

      A turkey call.

      An axe.

      A coil of rope.

      An old pair of Bushnell binoculars.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “Okay. Well, good luck, man.”

      “You’re staying?”

      “Yeah. We are.”

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

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

      “Solid plan.”

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

      “Wow,” Lucy said.

      “Yup.”

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

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

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

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

      “You going up through Fort Stockton?”

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

      “You heard that on your shortwave?”

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

      “Maybe there’s just nothing to receive.”

      “You think they’re all dead?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      One of the good ones?

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

      “Take care, man.”

      “Yeah, you too.”

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

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

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

      Keme wanted to go after Akule, but Lucy disagreed.

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

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

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

      Late Sunday afternoon, Tanda arrived—riding a horse.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “Who should I be checking on then?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “So I see.”

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

      “They’re both gone.”

      “Any idea where they went?”

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

      “John always was an optimist.”

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

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

      “As do we.”

      “Any word from Paco or Akule?”

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

      “What about Sul Ross?”

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

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

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

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

      “Thank you.”

      Keme knew that wasn’t going to happen.

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

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

      And whatever they needed to be prepared for?

      That was there too.

      
        
        The End
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      I visited and thoroughly researched Alpine, Texas and the surrounding locations mentioned in this book. Any changes made within the pages of this book were done so in order to expedite the plot of the book. In 1978, NASA scientist Donald J. Kessler published a paper titled, “Collision Frequency of Artificial Satellites: The Creation of a Debris Belt.” This paper described a cascading collision of lower orbital satellites, something that has since been termed the Kessler Effect or the Kessler Syndrome. I have done my best to adequately present his theories within the text of this story. Any errors made in that representation are my own.

      Many people were helpful in the writing of this book, including Kristy Kreymer, Tracy Luscombe, Judith Ann Oliver McGhee, and Matt Walter.
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        “We are entering a new era of debris control…

        an era that will be dominated

        by a slowly increasing number of

        random catastrophic collisions.”

        ~Donald Kessler

         

         

        “This is the way the world ends

        Not with a bang but a whimper.”

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

      Tanda’s heart beat a double tap.

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

      “You got it, Chief.”

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

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

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

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

      “I have no idea.”

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

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

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

      “Yeah. It’s strange.”

      It was more than strange. It was off.

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

      She couldn’t have known what lay ahead.

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

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

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

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

      Few if any cars were on the road.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      Why?

      Why were they here?

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

      “My office. Now.”

      He jumped up and sprinted after her.

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

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

      

      
        
        Keme stopped by.

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

      

      

      

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

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

      “Comms are out.”

      “Which ones?”

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

      “All of our radios are out?”

      “Yes.”

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

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

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

      That explained the warm soda. “Anything else?”

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

      “Which is?”

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

      “Conor?”

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

      “Lost?”

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

      “Why is the Grocery Mart closed?”

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

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

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

      “Do we have anyone on it?”

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

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

      Conor seemed to have run out of things to say.

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

      “Internet’s out. Remember?”

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

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

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

      
        
        My office. Eight o’clock.

        Don’t be late.

      

      

      “Tomorrow?”

      “Tonight.”

      “I’m already late.”

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

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

      “Of course.”

      “Need a break?”

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

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

      “Eight dead, another two dozen injured.”

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

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

      “Their EMS showed up?”

      “No. They didn’t.”

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

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

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

      Why hadn’t the EMS people returned?

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

      She knew how to swallow past that fear.

      Knew what was expected of her.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      These people looked frightened enough.

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

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

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

      “Austin.”

      That brought a few snickers from the locals.

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

      “I can help anyone who needs directions.”

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

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

      “Why is that, ma’am?”

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

      “Are they taking cash?”

      “Well, yes, but…”

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

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

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

      “Walk you to your car?”

      “Sure, Logan. Why not?”

      “Status of the train wreck?”

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

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

      “Understatement of the year.”

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

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

      “Something’s not right.”

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

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

      “Anything you know that I don’t?”

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

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

      She started her cruiser, suddenly grateful that it worked, and drove the three blocks to city hall, to her meeting with the mayor, and hopefully toward some answers.
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