
  [image: image1]


  HOUSE of the RISING SUN


  Also by Richard Cox


  Rift


  The God Particle


  Thomas World


  The Boys of Summer


  HOUSE of the RISING SUN


  A NOVEL


  RICHARD COX


  [image: image1]


  Copyright © 2020 by Richard Cox


  All Rights Reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced in any manner without the express written consent of the publisher, except in the case of brief excerpts in critical reviews or articles. All inquiries should be addressed to Start SF LLC, 221 River Street, 9th Floor, Hoboken, NJ 07030.


  Night Shade Books® is an imprint of Start Publishing LLC.


  Visit our website at www.nightshadebooks.com.


  10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1


  Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data is available on file.


  ISBN: 978-1-949102-43-7


  eISBN: 978-1-59780-654-1


  Cover design by Claudia Noble


  Printed in the United States of America


  For Richard and Janie Cox


  AUTHOR’S NOTE


  This novel was already written and had been through several rounds of editing before the virus that causes COVID-19 began to propagate across the globe. As I write this in March 2020, 657,960 cases have been reported worldwide resulting in 30,434 deaths. By the time the book is published, the number of people impacted by the pandemic will have increased by an amount that is tragic and difficult to contemplate.


  While the story you’re about to read has nothing to do with a virus, there are scenes and themes in the story that resemble the reality we currently face and may still be facing when you read it. But don’t expect the characters in these pages to be aware of those similarities: The book was too far into the publication process to begin another rewrite that could capture the context of the pandemic. Also, the events described were meant to take place in 2020, so I have removed references to the current calendar year to avoid confusion.


  The major set pieces in this novel tend toward disaster and chaos and confusion, but more importantly the story explores the reactions of ordinary, flawed people to a reality turned upside down. I hope it provides a bit of escape during this surreal time. I hope you and those close to you are safe and healthy.


  -RC, 03.28.2020
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  Interviewer: Are you ready for what’s coming?


  Blaise Bailey Finnegan III: Ready as I’ll ever be.


  RISING SUN, FALLING STARS


  ONE


  It must have been a malfunction, a breaker failing to interrupt the powerful current of his self-loathing, that had produced such a dark and unnatural state. Even now, as he washed down the last of the Xanax with a deep swallow of Jack Daniels, Seth could not ignore the relentless and magnetic pull of survival. It seemed to originate from all bearings, but most noticeably from the direction of the car door, which he imagined was speaking to him. Open me, the door seemed to whisper. Don’t be selfish.


  But as powerful as it was, the instinct to survive was being overridden by an even mightier force: compulsion. For as long as he could remember, Seth had been ruled by the desire to satisfy whatever cravings were most insistent at any moment in time, no matter the cost to himself or those he loved. It was probably ironic how the same compulsion that had driven him into this dark place would now stop him from saving himself, but Seth was not the kind of thinker who could place his actions into a broader context. He was beholden, simply, uncritically, to his impulses.


  Seth had always been ashamed of this weakness and had long waited for the moment when his moral debt would be called in. Even as a child he carried dread around with him the way other children carried blankets or pillows. He sucked his thumb during the day and at night curled under the covers, resigned to nightmares as eventual as the rising sun. The problem wasn’t that he committed shameful acts. The problem was he couldn’t stop committing them.


  In high school people were amused by the gambling. The Texas 5-A state football playoffs began with 64 teams, and during his freshman year Seth decided to track the bracket on a rectangle of white poster board. His construction was meticulous. He drew it with drafting tools. And once he’d inscribed all the school names in their proper places, Seth showed it to one of his buddies.


  Who remarked, innocently enough, Hey, we could use that to bet with.


  To that point he’d never been a popular kid, but when word got out about the bracket it seemed like everyone knew Seth’s name. Coaches played, teachers played, and what seemed like half the student body. The success of this gambling operation even impressed his father, which was more rewarding than newfound fame at school. Smaller and less accomplished than his older brother, not pretty like his little sister, Seth felt unspecial and largely ignored. The rare smile on his father’s face was an endorsement Seth never expected but was ecstatic to have earned…even if that smile was now a distant memory.


  Had there been any way out of this despair, any lever to pull, he would have done it. Every night he prayed and begged for forgiveness. Every day he imagined a miraculous, last-minute reprieve from his suffering, from the burden of his debt. He pictured this absolution as a lightning bolt from the sky, as divine intervention, but his prayers went unanswered. Seth was down to his last chip. He’d placed it on the table.


  And now he waited, terrified, for the dealer to collect his bet.


  * * *


  Over the years Seth had become an expert at masking the electronic trail of his gambling exploits. After Natalie climbed into bed, he pretended to pay bills and review their investment portfolio, but his real business was to research players and coaches and stadiums, to manage bets and record final scores. He tracked the family’s actual revenues and expenditures in a secret clone of their Quicken account, and at the end of every research session he surgically erased all evidence of these maneuvers from his Internet browsing history. Despite this vigilance, Seth lived in fear of being exposed, and when it finally happened the scene was worse than he ever imagined.


  Was it already five days? Almost a week since Natalie sent the boys to bed and sat down with a bottle of wine to watch The Hunger Games? In predictable fashion, Seth had misinterpreted her intentions, especially when she opened a second bottle and disappeared in the direction of the bedroom. Eventually he followed her, expecting Natalie to be waiting for him under the covers, but the only visible light in that end of the house was shining in their office. He found her half-empty bottle of wine standing next to the glowing white rectangle of the computer, and whether she had forgotten to close her email or intentionally left it for him to find, Seth didn’t know. The important thing was life as he understood it was over.


  Natalie,


  You’ve got to tell him what happened. I know this isn’t easy but the longer you let it fester the worse you’re going to feel. By now I’m sure he can tell something is bothering you.


  Let me know how it goes.


  -T


  For a moment Seth stood there, unmoving, as if the reality of this message had sewn him to the floor. The idea of Natalie cheating on him after all the sacrifices he’d made for her and the boys was impossible to accept. Still, You’ve got to confront him and Just tell him what happened left little room for doubt about her behavior. Possibly worse than those damning phrases was the way her lover had signed his message. A single initial conveyed familiarity. Confidence. Intimacy.


  Seth ground his teeth with such force he could hear them screeching. His pulse throbbed in his eyes. How could Natalie do this to him? He loved every atom in that woman’s body! He loved her hiccuppy laugh and her cobalt blue eyes and the way she cried in front of the closet when she couldn’t find anything to wear. He had sacrificed everything for her. Everything!


  According to the message header, the sender was some jerk named Thomas Phillips. And it was obvious Natalie had attempted to hide her correspondence with him, because there were no other messages from Thomas in her inbox. Eventually Seth reopened the offending email and scrolled farther down, where he discovered a note from Natalie that had prompted Thomas’ response. Sent two days earlier, it read:


  Thomas,


  Seth is “away on business” again, so I drank a bottle of white wine and finally got the nerve to call JJ. Figured Seth would be there with her, but no one answered, and there wasn’t even a greeting on her voicemail. I just can’t believe he would hide money from me to spend on her! It makes me so angry I can’t see straight!


  Nat


  Seth read this message three times before he finally accepted what the text seemed to imply: Natalie believed he was cheating, that he’d been with a woman named JJ two days prior. But two days before this he’d been in New Orleans, trying desperately to assemble a winning streak at the craps table. He’d gotten so drunk that night he couldn’t remember how he made it back to his suite.


  And JJ wasn’t a woman. He was a bookie, and Seth owed him more than two hundred thousand dollars.


  The automatic response was to lash out at Natalie, to accuse her of retaliating against infidelity that had never happened. But just because he wasn’t sleeping with someone else didn’t mean she was wrong about him. Only instead of falling into the arms of another woman, Seth had betrayed his wife by gambling away an inconceivable amount of money. Any day now Seth was going to open his door and find one of Jimmy’s strong-armed friends standing there, or else the bank would show up and lock the doors to their house. He’d gambled away his family’s security like so many poker chips and there was nothing more he could do to get it back.


  Even if he confessed his shameful addiction, and even if Natalie somehow forgave him, the next step would be to extricate the family from financial ruin. But how? Austerity wouldn’t help, not when much of the debt was owed was to a man unburdened by collection laws, so Natalie would suggest they borrow money from his father. The elder Black had retired a millionaire three times over, incurred few expenditures, and carried no liens of any kind.


  But even this live-saving option was unavailable. Partly because his father was a stingy bastard, but mainly because Seth had already taken what he should have asked for long ago.


  The first time he borrowed from his father’s retirement account, Seth swore he would put the money back. The old man kept his passwords handy on a sticky note glued to the monitor, and one afternoon last summer, while his father napped in front of the television, Seth crept into his office and logged into the computer. In minutes he had liquidated enough stock to replenish the twins’ college savings accounts and stake himself for another run. With that money he planned to win enough to pay back his father’s unknowing investment and quit gambling forever.


  But that’s not what happened. What happened was he lost the borrowed money and was forced to take more. By now the evidence was impossible to hide, and eventually his father would discover he had unwittingly loaned his second son $704,525. Combined with his debt to Jimmy and the various credit cards that were maxed to their limits, Seth’s total burden had grown to more than a million dollars.


  He understood how impossible his actions would seem to someone who wasn’t him. There was no possible way to convey the darkness he’d carried for as long as he could remember, or that the only way he knew to neutralize his pain was to risk the love and security of those he loved most in all the world.


  He was a broken human being. Worthless. He didn’t deserve Natalie’s forgiveness, and anyway she didn’t deserve to be asked for it.


  * * *


  It seemed obvious insurance wouldn’t pay if you took your own life, but in the fine print of his policy he discovered a surprise: the suicide clause. As long as Seth didn’t kill himself during the first two years of coverage, the policy paid no matter how he died. By now he was well past the time limit, and the benefit would be nearly $600,000. Even if this wasn’t enough to cover all his debts, it was enough to pay Jimmy and satisfy their mortgage. And he didn’t think his father would come after Natalie once Seth was gone. The old man could be a real jerk, but he was a lot friendlier if you weren’t his middle child.


  Still, what if some hotshot adjuster trying to make bonus found a way to deny Seth’s claim? If he wanted to truly insulate his wife, Seth required insurance against his insurance, and that’s where Thomas Phillips entered the picture. Surely a jackass brazen enough to fuck another man’s wife would be compelled by guilt to shield her from the claws of a small-time mobster.


  Eventually the only step left in his grand plan was the suicide itself. And because he was too frightened to use a gun, or jump from a great height, Seth was left with poison. But an overdose of prescription pills might leave him brain damaged but alive. And after watching a YouTube video of a criminal investment banker writhing in agony on a courtroom floor, the idea of death by cyanide went out the window as well.


  That left him carbon monoxide, which was easy to arrange once he learned how to disable his Acura’s catalytic converter. You could learn all sorts of interesting things on YouTube if you knew where to look.


  So here Seth was, on a sunny Friday morning, hands resting on his soft beer gut, thumbing through pictures of Ben and Brandon and Natalie on his phone, ears listening to the low rumble of his damaged engine exhaust. He’d chosen to die in a Dallas Cowboys T-shirt and a pair of khaki cargo shorts, and every so often he took another drink of whiskey. Drugging himself was the only way he would get through this, and even then he wasn’t sure he would make it. He wanted to drive to the daycare and see his boys in person, hug them again, hold them tight and promise nothing bad would ever happen to them. He wanted to kiss Natalie one more time.


  Over and over Seth had watched the video of Michael Marin swallowing capsules of cyanide when his guilty verdict was announced. Drowning in debt, Marin had been caught trying to burn down his own house to generate an insurance payout, and courtroom cameras happened to capture his response. Sometimes Seth watched the video one frame at a time to better scrutinize a face that was flush with the reality of impending doom. Marin had contemplated darkness while monotone voices orchestrated the minutiae of a prison sentence that would never be carried out, and the look in his eyes still haunted Seth. It was the gaze of a man who had stepped into the infinity of nothing, who was forced to endure moment after horrifying moment as poison strangled cells by the billions. In all, seven long minutes elapsed before Marin’s body finally succumbed to the cyanide, and Seth had a pretty good idea what had been going through the guy’s mind:


  Nothing in death could be worse than a wasted life.


  TWO


  Two hundred and fifty miles to the south, as the morning sun climbed into a cloudless sky, Thomas Phillips was on his way to meet actress Skylar Stover at Dallas/Fort Worth International Airport. Yet so far this exercise had been plagued by problems. His iPhone refused to download new messages (The mail server at imap.gmail.com is not responding), and all the way to the airport on crowded freeways he found himself trapped behind morons who intentionally clogged the leftmost lanes to enforce impractical speed limits.


  The real source of his anxiety, though, was the actress herself. Skylar Stover was a worldwide celebrity attached to his second picture who wanted to discuss possible changes to the script and her character in particular. Thomas should have been floored by her interest, by her willingness to stop in Dallas on her way to L.A., since by any reasonable measure she was one of the most alluring women in Hollywood and honestly the entire planet of women. If her turn as a disaffected college student in the acclaimed Life…Unexpected hadn’t won over every human male on the earth, her blonde hair extensions and ample cleavage in the action thriller Darkest Energy surely had. In fact, when his agent first told him about the requested meeting, Thomas assumed he was joking.


  The project in question was The Pulse, a post-apocalyptic story so brutal it had frightened him even as he wrote it. But now that the film had been greenlit (primarily because Skylar was attached to it) her power over the project vastly exceeded his own. Which wasn’t the worst outcome Thomas could imagine. Skylar had studied philosophy at Yale. She was one of a few actors who could bounce between independent films and glossy comic-book thrillers and somehow remain both credible and bankable. Depending on the project, she was paid scale or eight figures, and her compact, buxom figure was the standard by which other women were judged. Thomas was nervous as hell to meet her.


  All morning he’d been deliberating on how to demonstrate respect for Skylar without appearing too earnest. Thomas had been paid a staggering $6 million for the screenplay, which compelled the trades to label him “Scribe of the Moment,” but no amount of money or favorable press could overcome Skylar’s towering influence in the film industry. Which meant the only way to keep her fingerprints off the script would be to earn her respect, and the way to do that, Thomas felt sure, was to impress her with his wit and charm and intelligence. Easier said than done.


  Eventually his phone connected to Gmail, and a few minutes later he was standing in a special terminal designated for chartered flights, feeling out of place. Several women had gathered in front of an elevator door and kept looking at Thomas as if they should know who he was. He resisted the urge to look at his phone again and tried to imagine the scene of their meeting. He would shake hands with Skylar. Introduce himself. And then what? Thank her for agreeing to star in the film? He didn’t want to come across as a fan. This was his idea, after all. His story. And still he didn’t understand why she had bothered to come all this way to talk to him in person. The only reason that seemed to make any sense was that she wanted to take the plot in a different direction, that she planned to hire another writer. She was here to break the news to him gently. That had to be it. Anything else could have been handled through email.


  Then the elevator doors opened and chattering flight attendants parted like a Biblical sea. Skylar looked smaller than he had imagined. Thinner. Her eyes were a bug’s eyes, black and round, at least until she flipped a pair of sunglasses over her forehead and used them to pin back her thick, blonde hair. By the time she reached Thomas, he could see her actual eyes were human-sized and an electric shade of green.


  “Thomas!” she said and threw her arms around him. Her hair was shoulder length and smelled vaguely of coconut. Her skin was soft. Her arms were toned but feminine. Everything about her was feminine.


  “It’s so good to finally meet you,” said Skylar. “Thomas World was awesome. And I have some ideas for this new project I hope you’ll really like. If you’re open to that sort of thing, I mean.”


  Their encounter had begun so differently from what Thomas expected that his only answer was a burst of nervous laughter. He realized he was smiling at her. And not a confident smile, either, but an earnest, goofy grin that would send exactly the opposite message he hoped to convey.


  “I’m glad to meet you, Skylar. I honestly couldn’t believe it when you agreed to do the film. Your talent and screen presence will—”


  “Don’t do that. Don’t blow that industry sunshine up my ass. And please don’t call me Skylar, either.”


  “No?”


  “Call me ‘Sky.’ Everyone does.”


  “Sky?”


  “That’s me.”


  It was strange how the world worked. Two years ago, Thomas had agreed to end a marriage that had never been a real marriage in the first place. He spent his days toiling in a cubicle and his nights alone, agonizing over past relationships and what had gone wrong with them. Naturally Thomas assumed the problems were his, because everything he touched turned to shit—including his own screenwriting career. But then one evening, while he sat drunk in front of his computer, a story idea so basic and absurd occurred to him that he couldn’t help but open Final Draft and start banging away. Six hours later he’d written twenty-five pages and felt energized in a way he hadn’t known in years. He slept until noon, got up to write again, and by midnight had completed Thomas World, the story of a man so unhappy with life that he built an improved reality inside his computer. On first read, Thomas realized he’d written a screenplay transparently about himself, had saddled the protagonist with his own problems and burdened him with the dreams he had chased for years. It was the sort of amateur exercise that should never have been exposed to the outside world, but instead of burying the document in an archive folder, he got drunk again and emailed it to his agent. The next morning, as Thomas suffered under the hot glare of a hangover, his agent called to say how much he loved the script. He loved it so much he got four producers to feel the same way, each who tried to outbid the other until the property sold for an even three million dollars. Eighteen months later the completed film was branded the “thinking person’s thriller” about “an ordinary man in extraordinary circumstances,” and went on to become the second-highest grossing movie of the year. His agent had leveraged the equity of that success to sell The Pulse, and now Skylar Stover wanted him to call her Sky, and the whole scene felt unstable. Like any minute he would wake up and find himself in front of the computer, having awakened from a two-year dream.


  “Well,” Thomas finally said. “Now we need to figure out where to pick up your luggage. Then we’ll get out of this airport and find some breakfast. Hungry?”


  Sky was repositioning a backpack on her shoulders.


  “Starving. But I have to run to the ladies’ room first. And anyway I have this form that tells me where to go for the luggage. So if you can wait a short minute, I’ll just run in here and do my thing, and then we’ll get my bags. And then some B. Man, I am starving. I never eat on planes unless it’s overseas, but now I wish I had nibbled on one of those bagels. Not smart.”


  Sky disappeared into the bathroom along with her electric magnetism. If this was how she behaved with everyone, it was no wonder she was so goddamned famous. Even a blind person would be drawn to her.


  To clear his head, Thomas pulled out his iPhone, reflexively clicked on Apple News, and scrolled through the list of stories.


  Markets panic as Trump tweets gibberish again


  Scientists concerned about supernova after neutrino detectors go


  haywire


  Juan de Fuca could trigger “deadly tsunami”


  Being connected to every facet of his electronic life had turned him into the same kind of over-dependent technology snob he’d poked fun at in Thomas World. Before smartphones, he could go hours, sometimes an entire weekend, without watching the news or reading email. Now even five minutes seemed too long to wait.


  He switched to mail and saw this:


  
    
      
      
    

    
      
        	
          Dick McClaren

        

        	
          9:56 AM

        
      


      
        	
          Get BIGGER with PROMO

        
      


      
        	
           

        

        	
           

        
      


      
        	
          Overfat, M.D.

        

        	
          9:44 AM

        
      


      
        	
          Lose more weight with this ONE weird trick

        
      


      
        	
           

        

        	
           

        
      


      
        	
          Seth Black

        

        	
          9:39 AM

        
      


      
        	
          Time to pay up, wife-fucker

        
      

    
  


  Thomas swiped the first two messages away and his thumb was on the third when he realized something was terribly wrong. Seth Black could be no one but Natalie Black’s husband. And “wife-fucker,” well, that made no sense at all.


  Six weeks ago, Thomas had spoken to Natalie for the first time since high school, an encounter occasioned by their twenty-year reunion. Over the course of a surreal, drunken weekend, Natalie had unloaded a burden she clearly had been carrying far too long. Thomas listened to the story of Seth’s infidelity and offered as much support as he could, even via email in the weeks after the reunion. But there was little anyone could do until Natalie confronted the situation directly, which thus far she had been reluctant to do.


  The accusation of adultery was mystifying and a little frightening. He nervously opened the message and saw this:


  Dear Mr Phillips,


  I don’t even know where to start. Thanks a lot for fucking my wife.


  Even if she came onto you, you didn’t have to accept. She’s a


  married woman.


  Thomas looked up to find bustling passengers and bored flight attendants and a smiling pilot who tipped his hat to Thomas as he rolled by with a pet suitcase. He didn’t want to look at the phone again. Any moment Skylar would step out of the bathroom and Natalie’s angry husband was the last thing he wanted on his mind.


  Anyway, I need to ask you a favor and I expect you to honor it considering what you …


  “All ready?” asked Sky, who had materialized next to him.


  “Uh, sure. Let’s go get your bags.”


  “Everything okay? You’re looking at your phone like it just bit you.”


  Thomas shoved the phone into his pocket. It was obvious now he should never have corresponded with Natalie after the reunion. Even when your intentions were pure, it was always a bad idea to insert yourself into someone else’s marriage.


  “Sorry,” he said. “Personal thing.”


  Sky giggled and hooked her arm through his.


  “I know this visit is totally last minute. Don’t feel like you have to babysit me. We’ve got all weekend to talk shop, right?”


  Thomas looked over at Sky and was again struck by her eyes. He’d believed them at first to be green, but now he could see blue in them as well, which produced a color not unlike tropical ocean water. Under other circumstances he would not have been able to stop thinking about eyes like that. Skylar was by far the most beautiful woman he’d ever seen in person, and she was looking at him as if he were the best thing that had happened to her in weeks.


  “We do have all weekend,” he said. “By the time we’re done, the screenplay will have Oscar written all over it.”


  “I can’t fucking wait, Tommy. Can I call you Tommy?”


  “Not if you expect me to answer.”


  “We’ll see about that. This is going to be a weekend to remember, Tommy. Mark my words.”


  Thomas did mark them, so to speak, and often thought of them later. How prophetic they had seemed, even as she uttered them.


  After all, those words were the kind of scene-ending dialogue he might have written himself.


  * * *


  In a nearby office they found Sky’s luggage, an expensive-looking black suitcase and a smaller pink bag embroidered with the Hello Kitty logo. Thomas knew he wouldn’t be able to stop thinking about Seth’s email until he read the rest of it.


  “Let me go get the car,” he said as they approached the exit. “I’ll pull up to the door and—”


  “I’m not fragile cargo,” Sky replied. “I can walk, at least if you slow down a little. What’s the rush?”


  “Sorry. If you want to wait here, I can just get the—”


  “I’ll walk with you.”


  “But people are going to recognize you.”


  “It’s happened before, you know.”


  “Right. Okay.”


  She smiled and kissed him on the cheek. Thomas stood there feeling ridiculous.


  “So let’s go!” Sky told him.


  She pulled the sunglasses over her eyes and they strode toward the door. At first no one noticed them, but outside the terminal, on the sidewalk, a teenaged girl was waiting at the shuttle stop. Her jaw fell visibly open as the two of them approached.


  “Oh my God! You’re Skylar Stover!”


  Sky smiled and lifted her sunglasses. “I am! What’s your name?”


  “My name? I’m Dillan Johnson. But you’re Skylar Stover! Holy shit, will you take a selfie with me?”


  A nearby elderly couple, also waiting for a shuttle, pretended not to notice.


  “Of course I will.” Sky stood her suitcase on the sidewalk and put her arm around the girl. “You’re going to be a hit on Instagram.”


  The girl’s response was an unintelligible screech.


  Eventually Thomas realized there was time during this transaction to retrieve his phone. He switched on the display, where Seth’s email still waited.


  …I expect you to honor it considering what you did. I did some Googling and figured out your a rich screenwriter. Whoopdy fuckin do! Guess what I am? A million dollars in debt! Most of it is to my dad but $213 grand is to a bookie in Dallas. Which happens to be where you live, lucky me. My insurance policy should take care of all this but just in case they screw me over I want you to …


  “Tommy?”


  Sky was tugging on his arm.


  “You ready?”


  The look in her eyes was not impatience, as he might have imagined, but excitement. By now there was no way to take her manner with him as anything but flirtatious, which Thomas found in equal parts flattering and impossible to believe.


  Still, his mind kept going back to Seth’s email, back to gambling debts and a bookie and an insurance policy. How did you redeem a large insurance policy other than—


  Skylar tugged on the sleeve of his shirt.


  “Which way is your car?”


  “It’s, um, this way. Follow me.”


  He directed her across the street and into the amber darkness of a parking garage.


  “Is everything okay?” Sky asked.


  “I think so. My car is down here at the end. But I’m going to check something real quick if you don’t mind.”


  “No worries. Just don’t leave me in the dust. I’m doing my best to keep up.”


  As they walked toward his car, Thomas looked down at his phone and found the message again.


  …I want you to pay off this bookie. His name is Jimmy Jameson. His contact info is below. It’s a lot of money for me but it’s nothing for a rich Hollywood guy like you. Consider it payment for fucking my wife.


  Here’s another thing: You should probably come here and take care of Natalie and my boys. They’re gonna need help after I’m gone. Why not get married? You can be one big happy family! Move Nat to L.A. so she can be a celebrity. It’s what she’s always wanted. I could never satisfy her champagyne taste.


  You must know where we live but in case you don’t have the address I put it below too.


  Have a nice fucking life. I’m ending mine now.


  All at once Thomas couldn’t feel his hands. The phone slipped from his grasp and clattered to the concrete floor of the garage. When he picked it up, he saw the screen had shattered, glass forking into jagged shapes as if split by lightning.


  “Shit.”


  “Oh, no,” said Skylar. “Don’t tell me your phone went to meet its maker.”


  They reached his car, a ’68 Ford Mustang Shelby convertible, cherry red, painstakingly restored. He’d brought it to impress Skylar. He felt like an idiot.


  “It’s not the phone,” Thomas muttered, and tossed her bags into the rear seat. When he opened the passenger door and scooted Sky inside, she’d finally had enough.


  “Thomas!”


  A few seconds later he was behind the wheel. The engine roared like a jet.


  “We have to go. I need to think. Fuck.”


  He backed out of the parking spot and steered quickly for the exit.


  “Will you please tell me what the hell is going on?”


  “Natalie’s husband just sent me an email. Sounds like he’s going to kill himself.”


  * * *


  Compared to the low ceiling of the parking garage, the sky looked enormous, blue and empty except for the rising sun. While Thomas squinted through a spider web of cracks to find Natalie’s number, Skylar fidgeted in the seat next to him.


  “Who’s Natalie?”


  “This woman I know from high school.”


  “And you think her husband is going to kill himself.”


  “That’s what he said in an email he just sent.”


  “He emailed that? To you?”


  Finally, Thomas had Natalie’s name in front of him. He put the call through and waited for the phone to ring. By now he was on the airport access road, six lanes wide, built like a freeway. Traffic was steady but not bumper-to-bumper. He wished he hadn’t left the top down, because wind noise overpowered the phone speaker.


  Voice mail answered.


  “Natalie. You need to call your husband. Like right now. He just sent me an email. It sounded like a suicide note. Someone needs to check on him right away. It’s ten o’clock on Friday morning.”


  All at once Natalie’s problems came into clearer focus. If what Seth said was true, his extended time away from home and any missing money was not related to a mistress named JJ but a gambling problem and a bookie named Jimmy Jameson. Seth was overwhelmed by debt and not thinking clearly. Thomas hoped Natalie was already on the phone with him.


  Sky was waiting to hear more, but since Thomas wasn’t sure where to begin he looked back at Seth’s email again. He noticed there was an auto signature at the bottom. There was a cell number in the signature.


  “Dude,” Sky finally said. “I don’t want to butt into your personal business, but if some guy is threatening suicide, you need to call the police. Like 9-1-1. Voice mail isn’t enough.”


  “What if I call the guy directly?”


  “You have his number?”


  “It’s at the bottom of this email.”


  “Then, yes! Call him now!”


  The telephone number was a hyperlink, but if Thomas were honest with himself, he was hoping no one would answer. He wanted Seth to have already thought better of his plan and aborted.


  The phone rang. Then rang again. And again. And again. And— “Hello?” asked a raspy, broken voice. “Who is this?”


  “Seth?”


  “Whoever you are, your timing is improbable.”


  “Seth, it’s Thomas.


  A long stretch of silence passed while Thomas piloted the car and glanced at Skylar, whose aqua eyes were wide and concerned. He had never imagined his encounter with her would begin like this.


  “Dude,” Seth said in a weak voice, “I told you everything you need to know. Can’t you just let me be done with it?”


  “Don’t do it!” shouted Thomas, surprised at the sudden empathy he felt for this man he’d never met. “I can help you. You don’t need to do this.”


  “Help me with what?”


  “With money! With whatever you need.”


  “If this is about money,” Skylar offered loudly, “I’ll help, too.”


  “Who is that?” grunted Seth. He sounded lethargic, like he’d woken from a deep sleep.


  “We just want to help you. You don’t need insurance. You don’t—”


  “It doesn’t matter. Even if you paid every last dime of my debt, I still have to live with what I’ve done. And I can’t. I won’t. It’s too late.”


  “It’s never too late, Seth. Let me help you.”


  “Just come here when it’s over. Please.”


  “Seth.”


  “Promise me, man. Promise me you’ll come here and take care of my family. Please.”


  Seth was crying. His voice was hoarse, and he coughed as if his lungs were failing him.


  “Please, man. Promise me.”


  “I promise, Seth. Just stop and I’ll do whatever you want.”


  Now there was no answer.


  “Seth?”


  Thomas pressed the phone to his ear, trying to dampen the sound of the wind, but it was no use. Eventually he looked at the display again and saw it was dark. He swiped and tapped the screen, but nothing happened. “Thomas, look out!”


  He glanced up and saw he was about to rear-end a white Ford sedan that was either slowing down or stopped. He quickly checked his mirrors and veered into an adjacent lane. Jammed his hand on the horn.


  “What the hell is wrong with you?” he yelled involuntarily. “This is a highway!”


  “Thomas, again!”


  He looked back at the road and saw they were rapidly gaining on a black pickup truck rolling on four enormous tires. Thomas changed lanes, sliding just past the truck and the noise of its monster tread.


  “What the hell is going on?” he yelled.


  “I don’t know, but something is weird. All the cars are slowing down. Look over there. It’s the same thing on both sides of the road.”


  Skylar was right. Everyone was slowing down, but no one seemed to be using their brakes. Well, wait. In the far-right lane, about fifty yards ahead of them, a small car came to a screeching stop and Thomas heard the dull thunk of bumper-to-bumper contact.


  “He totally hit that truck!” Sky yelled. “Why is everyone stopping?”


  Thomas had slowed down and was switching lanes almost continuously as vehicles around him came to rest. When he looked briefly at Skylar, he saw something in the sky above her, something so odd and unexpected that he could hardly make sense of it.


  People were beginning to climb out of their vehicles. Others stood in the road, gawking at the sky. Thomas moved toward the inner shoulder, trying to divine a clear path, but other drivers were having the same idea. Ahead, a woman stood beside a giant Lexus SUV and gestured to him.


  “Skylar,” he said. “Look in the sky on your right.”


  Thomas was rapidly approaching the woman on the shoulder. She was tall and thin, wearing a yellow sundress and flip flops. Maybe thirty-five years old.


  “What is that?” Sky asked.


  “Looks like a star, doesn’t it?”


  “Yeah…except you don’t usually see stars during the day.”


  They reached the woman in the sundress. She approached the driver’s side door. Her face was drained of color.


  “Excuse me, sir. Do you know what’s happened?”


  “I’m not sure. But I would guess it had something to do with that.”


  Thomas gestured toward the new point of light in the sky, which was twenty or so degrees above the horizon, brilliant and white. It was bigger and brighter than any nighttime star but much smaller than the sun, which was almost directly above it. In different circumstances, like if he had been on his back porch, looking at it over the lake, the new star might have been the most amazing thing Thomas had ever seen. Instead, Natalie’s husband was trying to kill himself and the airport freeway was a war zone and the whole world seemed to have lost its mind. No vehicle was operational except his and people were noticing. Especially because, aside from the rumble of his engine exhaust, the airport was quiet. Eerily quiet. Nothing else mechanical was running.


  Nothing.


  The woman’s face was slack, her mouth wide open. She seemed to be holding back tears. Next to him, Skylar whispered words he couldn’t hear.


  Something was terribly wrong about the silence. It was never quiet on this road, ever, not even in the middle of the night, because D/FW was one of the busiest airports in the world. The sound of jet engines and traffic was so ubiquitous you never even noticed it.


  Until it wasn’t there at all.


  “I’m sorry,” he said to the woman. “We have to go.”


  Thomas inched his car forward. The woman’s eyes widened.


  “Wait! Can you help me? I’m stuck here.”


  Thomas kept driving, watching the stalled cars carefully. He picked up speed. Changed lanes often.


  “Don’t you think we should have helped that woman?” Sky asked.


  “Help her do what?”


  “I don’t know. Get home. Something.”


  “We only have so much room. We can’t take them all.”


  Thomas realized why his car worked and the others didn’t. Honestly, he’d known it all along.


  In his new screenplay, the one Skylar was here to discuss, he’d written about an apocalyptic event known as an electromagnetic pulse. The eponymous pulse in his story was the byproduct of a massive solar flare and had rendered useless every electronic device on Earth. The way this happened was technical in nature, but easy enough to summarize: Transistors and microchips and power transformers were fried by intense electromagnetic radiation, and anything that relied on them was rendered useless. Like for instance the entire power grid and just about every vehicle built since the 1970s.


  His acquisition of the vintage Mustang, therefore, was no accident. He loved to drive it, but the reason Thomas had even considered a classic vehicle was because research for The Pulse had frightened him. In a world without power, without daily deliveries of food into large cities, chaos would erupt almost immediately, and a working car could mean the difference between life and death.


  He’d never expected such an event to occur, at least not of the magnitude he’d written about in The Pulse, and maybe this was not that. Maybe the new object in the sky had generated a temporary disruption that would soon be over. But if the event was not temporary and the effect was anything like what he feared, it was imperative to push them as far away from the airport as possible.


  But it was already too late. Thomas had driven maybe a hundred more yards when he heard it, the whining roar of a plane in uncontrolled descent. He looked in the direction of the sound just in time to see a sprawling, bubbling cloud of orange and black. The impact was maybe a half mile away. The shock wave arrived a moment later, louder than anything Thomas had ever heard, the sound so deep it hummed in his bones. Heat swirled around the car, a searing wind choked with the heavy smell of fuel.


  Sky was crying. Screaming. People were climbing back into their cars. They were running away from the blast. Thomas drove as fast as he safely could, watching the fireball recede into the distance, but he knew they weren’t safe yet. How many planes circled the airport at any one time, waiting to land? Five? Ten? Fifty?


  “Oh my God, Thomas. Oh my God. Is this because your car is old? Is that why it’s still running?”


  “Should we stop?” he asked her. “Pick up someone? I could fit a couple of people in the back seat.”


  “I don’t know! Maybe? I don’t know!”


  Thomas reached into her lap and used his free hand to grab hers.


  “Skylar, I’ll get us out of here. It’ll be okay. Trust me. I’ll get us to a safe—”


  Before he could finish, another plane hit, just as close, somewhere behind them. The reflection of the fireball covered the entire surface of his rearview mirror. The heat was a hand that pushed them roughly forward. The air itself seemed to be on fire, shimmering and bubbling in front of him. Thomas kept driving. He tried to keep his eyes on the road, ignore the fireball, but it was impossible not to look at it.


  The plane had landed on the highway in roughly the same spot where he’d spoken to the woman with the SUV. The woman who was dead now.


  Skylar was still screaming.


  “Don’t stop! I’m sorry but if we stop we might die!”


  Thomas drove faster. People were fleeing on foot. They veered into the grassy median and were running north, away from the airport. They were children, mothers, teenagers in football jerseys. Thomas saw a man in an expensive-looking suit slip and fall headfirst, spilling the contents of his briefcase into the grass. Incredibly, the man stopped to gather scattering sheets of paper as people streamed around him. Thomas felt an instinctive need to pull over and help someone, like maybe the elderly couple that was struggling to make progress in the crowded median. But he couldn’t stop now. The car would be swarmed by helpless people trying to flee the airport. If he stopped here, they’d never get going again.


  A few seconds later, another plane hit, farther away. Then another one, closer again, a massive explosion that dwarfed all previous impacts.


  “Oh my God, Thomas! Oh my God!”


  “I think that one hit the terminal. Imagine all the planes parked there, the fuel trucks…”


  “Can we get to your house? Is that where you’re headed?”


  “Yes. I think we can make it there. As long as the roads aren’t blocked.”


  “Thomas,” Sky finally said. “This…this is just like your screenplay, isn’t it? Your car is still running because there aren’t any computers in it.”


  He nodded. “The pulse must have come from that thing in the sky. I’m not sure but I think it might be a supernova. I read about them during my research, but they don’t happen very often. Everyone assumed if an EMP got us it would be a solar flare or a nuclear strike.”


  “So that means everything is off? Power. Cars. Phones. The Internet.”


  “Hopefully not. Maybe it’s not as bad as we think.”


  Another plane hit then, this one to their southeast, a couple of miles away. Within seconds, a giant plume of smoke rose above the tree line, and now the entire southern sky behind them was apocalyptic. The horizon itself seemed consumed by fire.


  “It looks pretty bad, Thomas.”


  THREE


  It had occurred to Natalie Black only recently that she’d wasted too much of her life relying on men. And it was no secret why. Her father, a strong, old-world patriarch, had ensured the women in his life never wanted for anything, so when lung cancer took him before Natalie could finish college, she felt as if she was left floating in space, untethered from reality. At that point she’d been dating Dan only three months. He was a gorgeous, wealthy kid with confidence to burn, and it wasn’t long before she pressured him into a short engagement and an even shorter, disastrous marriage.


  The experience with Dan had opened her eyes to a different kind of man, one who might not be handsome on the outside, or even confident, but who would direct his energy toward loving her deeply. It was this niche Seth had leveraged to win her heart, and for many years she had enjoyed stability that reminded her of her father. When the twins were born, and Seth found a way to let her stay home full-time, Natalie realized she was finally living the life she’d always dreamed of as a little girl.


  But that long run of peace was over. By the time Natalie summoned the nerve to snoop through Seth’s phone, she realized it had been over for some time, and once again a man she trusted had played her for the fool.


  She wasn’t proud of her actions with the phone, but at least she finally had proof of his infidelity. Because surely if “JJ” were one of his male friends there would have been other natural details of the relationship, like text messages or posts on Facebook, or maybe Seth could have said something to her about it. Instead, he had never breathed a word about anyone named JJ, even though this person (this woman) had been calling him repeatedly for days.


  All this was made more annoying by how jealous Seth had recently become about Colin Scott, her manager at the nonprofit. He was convinced Natalie was attracted to Colin, that rather than perform any actual volunteer work she spent all day flirting with him. And while Seth’s suspicions were mostly unfounded (her tiny crush on Colin lasted all of two seconds and was completely harmless), the fund-raising golf tournament complicated her defense.


  Colin, after all, was in charge of tournament staffing, and the role he’d given her each year was to pass out free drinks to generous donors of the Deckard Foundation. What the job actually entailed was permitting loudmouthed, poorly dressed idiots to flirt with her and gawk at her boobs.


  Natalie had never relished her role as “cart girl” and had always made herself look as plain as possible. Last year she’d worn a baggy white T-shirt and khaki shorts and giant black sunglasses that covered most of her face. But this morning she was dressed in a sleeveless pink top and cute plaid skirt and had put on extra mascara. She was tired of feeling unloved and unwanted at home, and if her sexy golf outfit attracted a few extra glances and better tips than normal, wasn’t that something she deserved? A little attention?


  She had expected Seth, before he left for work, to notice her outfit and maybe accuse her of dressing up for Colin. In fact she’d been hoping for a confrontation that might lead to some truth about JJ. Instead Seth had barely glanced at her, which wasn’t a surprise. When her husband was in town, he was either ecstatically happy or dark and sullen and she could never find the courage to mount an offensive against these extremes. Increasingly, though, he’d been traveling for work, and on those days he barely spoke to her at all …probably because he was with JJ doing kinky things in a faraway hotel room.


  Natalie was on her way to the eleventh hole when her cell phone buzzed. She reached into her purse and glanced at the display and was surprised to see Thomas had called her. She’d given him her number on the last day of the reunion, before she drove home, but in the intervening weeks he’d never bothered to use it. Why would he? She was married, and he was a single, wealthy screenwriter surely interested in younger, hotter women than her.


  “Natalie. You need to—”


  The message was interrupted then, like it went to dead air, and when Natalie looked down at the screen she saw the phone had turned itself off. When she tried to switch it back on, nothing happened. This made no sense because she’d charged the battery all night specifically so it wouldn’t run out during the tournament.


  Eventually Natalie reached the eleventh tee and set her phone aside. She was already stepping out of the cart and ready to reach for the beer cooler when she noticed none of the golfers were looking her way. Instead they were all standing near the cart path, facing the same direction, looking at something above the trees. Natalie followed their gaze and saw a star in the morning sky, very bright, sitting below the sun. She’d never seen anything like it and immediately began to worry.


  “What is that?” she asked.


  An older man turned to face her. He was wearing a red Oklahoma University ball cap and an ancient white golf shirt that was too large for him. He smiled a creepy smile and involuntarily glanced at her boobs.


  “I dunno. Maybe a spaceship.”


  “It ain’t a spaceship,” said another of the men, who didn’t turn around.


  “I just saw it,” Natalie said. “How long has it been up there?”


  “Not long. Twenty or thirty seconds. We were just getting ready to tee off when Blake thought he saw a blue flash in the sky. We figured he was full of shit until we seen that light up there. I’d say it’s getting brighter by the minute. Like it’s getting closer.”


  “I can’t get my phone to work,” she said loudly, hoping one of the others would notice her. “I wonder if that thing messed up the satellites or whatever?”


  Finally, another guy pulled a cell phone out of his back pocket and looked at her. He was tall and bookish and wore glasses with thick brown frames.


  “Cell phones don’t talk to satellites,” he said. “They talk to towers. Either way, mine doesn’t seem to be working, either.”


  “Is that bad?”


  “I don’t know how it would be good. What cell phone company are you with?”


  “AT&T.”


  “I’m on Verizon. So it’s not just one. Definitely not good.”


  Natalie’s vague sense of worry was becoming more like dread. Her two sons were in drop-in daycare this morning because school was out. It figured that something terrible would happen on the one day she wasn’t home and her boys were in an unfamiliar place.


  “You think I should drive to the clubhouse and see what’s going on?” she asked. “Maybe it’s on the news? I’d like to make sure everything is okay.”


  “It’s definitely not a spaceship,” said another golfer in his 40s, who looked bored with the whole thing. “No need to panic.”


  The younger guy in the glasses was a little more sympathetic.


  “Drive up there if you need to,” he said. “It’s only two holes away and then you won’t have to worry.”


  “Thanks. I’ll be back soon if it’s no big deal.”


  “Sounds great. I’m Blake, by the way.”


  “I’m Natalie.”


  She climbed back into the cart and was about to leave when the old man walked up to her, smiling again.


  “Can we get some beers before you go? If we’re gonna be invaded I want a nice buzz while it goes down.”


  A minute or so later she had finally turned around and was puttering toward the clubhouse. She couldn’t imagine a slower vehicle in the world than this drink cart. The clubhouse sat atop a small hill, and as Natalie approached she could see a crowd had gathered outside. Several golf carts were parked there, and ten or twelve people were standing in a rough circle talking. Most of them were looking in the direction of the light in the sky.


  In the crowd Natalie found Colin, who smiled when he saw her.


  “Can you believe this?” he said in a casual voice, as if cell phone-killing spacecraft appeared on the regular.


  “Does anyone know what happened?”


  “I don’t think so. But everybody is pretty freaked out.”


  “Does your phone work?” Natalie asked him. “Mine doesn’t and I’m worried about my sons.”


  “Nothing works.”


  “What do you mean nothing?”


  “I was inside on the computer when the power went out. I thought maybe it was a tripped breaker, but then Jeff came running to tell me about that.”


  He gestured to the point of light, which indeed seemed brighter than a few minutes ago. Just looking at it made Natalie uneasy.


  “Anyway,” Colin continued, “I came out here and saw that light and figured it must have killed the power. Someone else said they saw a blue flash in the sky. And now the phones won’t work. Even the land lines don’t work. It’s like anything that needs juice is out of commission.”


  “Colin, I should probably go get my kids. If the power’s out at the daycare, they’re probably worried sick.”


  He nodded. “I don’t know if we should keep playing or cancel the tournament or what. Hell, I couldn’t cancel even if I wanted because the P.A. system is off. I’m sure people will eventually figure out something’s wrong and—”


  The sound of a golf cart approaching made them both look up. It was Blake, the young guy from before.


  “Seems silly to play golf when something like this is going on,” he said. “Any word?”


  “Colin here told me the power inside the club house doesn’t work, phone lines don’t work, nothing does.”


  “What do you mean nothing?”


  She was about to elaborate when they were interrupted by a yelling voice on the other side of the clubhouse.


  “My car won’t start!”


  Natalie turned around, they all did, to find a kid of about twenty approaching the crowd. His golf cap was facing backward and he was out of breath.


  “What?” someone else asked.


  “I was trying to go home to check on my kid. The door wouldn’t open with the key fob thing, so I used my actual key to unlock the door. But the car wouldn’t start.”


  “Did it try to turn over?” someone asked him.


  “No. I pushed the button and nothing.”


  Natalie’s head swam with fear. Here she was at a golf course, more than five miles from her children and even farther from home, and how was she supposed to get to them if her car wouldn’t start?


  Well, wait. If the golf carts were still working, conceivably she could take one of those. They weren’t fast but they were better than walking. Only how to arrange it? Ask for permission or just take off? One way or another she would get her children and take them home where they could wait this out in safety.


  And what about Seth? His office was more than ten miles from their house. If his car wouldn’t start, how would he ever make it home? What would she do in the meantime?


  The crowd had dispersed, but Colin was still nearby, speaking to one of the other golfers. Natalie wanted to ask for permission, but what if he said no?


  “Holy shit!” someone yelled. “Will you look at that!”


  A man was pointing toward the sky. At first Natalie didn’t know what he meant. But then she saw it—an airplane flying too low. Way too low. It was huge and silver and about to disappear below the horizon of treetops.


  A moment later she saw a brief flash of yellow and orange, followed by a deep booming sound, so deep she felt it in her bones. Black smoke roiled upward in a cloud. Natalie put her hand over her mouth to stop herself from crying out.


  “Holy shit!” someone else said, and the crowd, or what was left of it, streamed around the club house to get a better look. “It’s them fuckin’ terrorists! Fuckin’ jihadis!”


  Natalie saw her chance. She hurried to the drink cart and climbed in. It lurched forward as she mashed the pedal to the floor. She made a quick turn and angled toward the parking lot, not even bothering to stop at her car. There was nothing from it she wanted. The only thing she really needed was a head start.


  “Natalie!” someone called. “Wait!”


  She would have ignored the voice, but the cart was too slow to outrun anyone.


  She turned around and saw Blake. The guy with the glasses.


  “Where are you going?”


  “I was trying to get my children and take them home. What do you expect me to do? Walk?”


  “I don’t want you to walk,” Blake said, jogging toward her. “But I don’t think you should drive that golf cart—”


  She brought the cart to a complete stop, resigned to defeat.


  “All I wanted was to pick up my boys.”


  “That’s great. Take the cart. I just don’t think you should drive it by yourself.”


  “Really? I did it all morning.”


  “What I’m saying is maybe you could use a passenger. If all the cars have stopped working, and everyone is stranded in the street, don’t you think someone might try to steal the cart?”


  Natalie blinked tears out of her eyes. She hadn’t thought of that.


  “So how about I make you a deal? I’ll ride along to pick up your kids and back to your house, you know, to protect you from would-be golf cart jackers.”


  “And then?”


  “And then you let me take the cart so I can get home. Assuming there’s any gas left.”


  Natalie knew there was no reason to trust the guy. Blake could easily push her out of the cart as soon as they left the golf course. But it was also true she’d probably never make it to the daycare on her own. In a crazy situation like this, who knew what people would do?


  “All right,” she said. “You’ve got a deal.”


  Finally, they drove away from the club house, Natalie behind the wheel and Blake brandishing a couple of golf clubs from his bag. In a minute they were out of the parking lot and into the street. The cart seemed even slower on a normal road than it had on the golf course. How would she ever make it to her children in this? What would she do if they ran out of gas?


  Natalie had never been so terrified in all her life. And here she was again, relying on a man.


  FOUR


  The first images were yellowish and streaky and binary; on and off, on and off. He felt as though he were swimming up from a great depth, the world sharpening as he approached the surface. A giant spoked wheel rose before him like a dark sun, and the air smelled of sulfur. Was he dying? Already dead?


  But eventually Seth realized the dark sun was a steering wheel, and rotten fumes of engine exhaust were the source of the terrible smell. He was still very much alive and about to be sick to his stomach.


  Seth reached for the door and got it open just in time. A hot slug of vomit poured out of him and splashed onto the floor. Eventually he rolled out of the car, hands slipping in the mess, knees and elbows colliding like bowling pins. For a moment he just lay there, face pressed into the smooth concrete. His head felt dense, heavy with fatigue. His brain throbbed painfully, but the agony of failure might have been worse.


  Not only was he still alive, but the screenwriter had called to intervene. By now Thomas had notified Natalie, and she was probably rushing home, ready to blurt humiliating words of encouragement, explaining why he had every reason to live even though he no longer wanted to.


  Seth climbed to his feet and shut the door. He couldn’t remember the end of the phone call. Had Seth disconnected or had Thomas? And now he realized something even more ominous—the engine had stopped. There was no way he was out of gas, not after starting with a full tank, so did that mean someone had killed the ignition? And if so, why leave Seth in the car?


  He couldn’t know if Thomas had alerted Natalie. If she had rushed home or called the police to generate a quicker response. But anyone who bothered to shut off the car would surely have removed him from the garage or at the very least opened the door to let in fresh air.


  Maybe no one had come at all. Maybe he’d broken something when he disabled the catalytic converter. Maybe only seconds or minutes had passed since his phone call with Thomas.


  If that was true, Natalie might still be on her way. And if Seth didn’t want to be around when his wife arrived, he required a faster way to get the job done.


  He stumbled to the door and lurched inside. All the lights were off, which seemed to confirm no one had come to stop him. The master bedroom was the first door on his right. In the bathroom he spotted Natalie’s bottle of Ambien and leered at the scores of pills he discovered. Surely, if he ate the whole bottle and washed it down with the rest of the whiskey, he’d go to sleep and never wake up. All he wanted was to sleep, to be released from his guilt. He stumbled back to the garage, bouncing through the doorway and choking on an invisible cloud of exhaust. He found the whiskey bottle in the car. Was there enough time? The last thing he wanted was for Natalie to show up while he was waiting for the overdose to take effect. Maybe he could drive away. He pushed the ignition button. Nothing happened. He pushed the button again with the same empty result.


  Something was wrong with the car. How much time did he have? He grabbed his phone and pushed the button to activate it.


  Nothing happened.


  Seth stared at the phone. Pushed the button again.


  Nothing happened.


  How impotent it felt to be rejected by a button! Pushing a button was surely the simplest act a human could perform and expect an action in return. To be refused by a button was to understand your place in the grand hierarchy, which was beneath the world of objects, which was all the way down, all the way to the bottom.


  For a moment Seth sat there, pressing the button over and over, staring at the dark display. Finally he stepped out of the car and looked at the pathetic mess on the floor. He couldn’t even kill himself without screwing up. All he wanted was to be gone from this world and even that was outside his reach.


  Seth grabbed the whiskey and marched back into the house. He slammed the bottle on the counter and set the Ambien next to it. He looked at the clock on the microwave, but where there should have been bluish green digits, there was only darkness. For that matter, the oven clock was also out.


  “Oh my God you have got to be kidding me!” he screamed at the dead clocks, at the empty kitchen.


  He trudged into the bedroom and looked at the alarm clock. This, too, was dark. He went into the study and found the computer still and quiet as a mouse. Clearly the power was out. But how? It was impossible to imagine an event that could shut off the electricity and shut off his car and fry his phone. So maybe he had died after all. Maybe death was a world robbed of power. Maybe the afterlife was what you made of such a world.


  Seth staggered toward the living room and looked out the front windows. A small crowd was gathered around a car stopped in the middle of the street. The hood of the car had been raised, but no one was working on it. Instead, everyone was looking into the eastern sky. One of them was pointing at the sky.


  What could it be? Had aliens landed? He couldn’t imagine anything else able to generate such a widespread outage. For some reason all he could think of was aliens.


  Instead of going out front, where someone might invite him to talk, Seth headed for the back door. He stepped outside, into the lawn, where he could get a clear view of the eastern sky. And that’s when he saw it.


  There was a star up there, or what looked like a star, burning brightly. As far as Seth knew, the only heavenly objects visible during the day were the Sun and the Moon, so this new star had violated the normal order of things. It hovered below the sun, maybe fifteen degrees, and though it didn’t look like much, it was unquestionably the author of a major event. The star’s appearance and the power failures could not be a coincidence. Something had happened, something serious.


  Seth looked around the sky, wondering if more of these objects were up there, and to the west he discovered a black plume of smoke billowing upward. The smoke was several miles away. The dark cloud rose to such a great height it looked almost like a tornado.


  Eventually Seth stopped looking at the sky and walked back through the house again. When he reached the garage, the smell of exhaust was like a wall, and without thinking he pushed the button to open the overhead door. But nothing happened because the power was out. He went to the car and sat down and pushed the ignition button.


  Still nothing.


  No power in the house, no power in his phone, no power in his car.


  The strangeness of all this pointed to aliens, but the object in the sky looked like a star. Only how could a star suck the energy out of everything? Without power, there was no television, no Internet, no way to research the answer. And since his car wouldn’t start, he couldn’t even drive somewhere to find out.


  For the first time he wondered just how widespread the event was. Was the power out across the city? The state? What if Thomas hadn’t disconnected their call? What if he was staring at his own phone, wondering what happened? What if he was never able to call Natalie? If that was true, Seth’s suicide attempt became non-existent, in a way, at least until the power returned. Because right now the only other people who knew about it were more than two hundred miles away.


  And what if the power stayed off for a while? A catastrophic event from the heavens didn’t seem like the sort of thing that would be easily reversed. A world of crisis, where electricity didn’t flow and cars didn’t run, was the kind of world where Seth might thrive. The idea of supporting and protecting his family instead of forever failing them was intoxicating. Enchanting.


  It seemed impossible after all his praying and wishing that a bolt from the heavens had finally arrived. Yet here he was, standing in the garage where he had tried to kill himself, and possibly the only reason he hadn’t succeeded was because of an event that with no exaggeration could be described as apocalyptic.


  With a mounting sense of optimism, he grabbed a bucket from the kitchen, filled it with soap and water, and returned to the garage. He used a mechanical release to free the overhead door from its electric-powered chain and raised it to clear out the foul-smelling air. His hot water heater and stove were both powered by gas, which meant even if the electricity didn’t come back on today, or tomorrow, they would be able to bathe and prepare food. And speaking of food, maybe he could stop by the grocery store and pick up some essentials, especially dry goods, because an event like this was sure to bring out the hoarders.
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