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OCTOBER 25, 2025

Brian Grayson knew someone was dead almost as soon as the phone rang.

Midnight in Minneapolis. A Marriott by the airport. Brian woke in the dark with a groan of protest—he had three hours more to sleep before rolling out for a 6 a.m. haul to Los Angeles, three blissful hours, damn it.

But the iPhone on the nightstand didn’t care, the shuddering of its vibration against the wood more aggravating than the ringtone itself, which was set to the old Oasis song “A Bell Will Ring.” No bells should ring at midnight, literally or figuratively. He’d set the phone on Do Not Disturb but there were exceptions for that list: Delta Air Lines and family. The former called more often than the latter, and that was good. Work would need him in the middle of the night. If all was well, his family shouldn’t. The ringtone was individual to his seventy-eight-year-old mother—or someone using her phone. She’d heard the Oasis song in Brian’s car once and announced that she liked it, and that struck the family as amusing, because the song had been new then and she’d seemed old to all of them.

That new song was now twenty years old.

Nobody left in the mix could laugh at aging.

He fumbled out of the tangled sheets and swept the phone off the nightstand. The display confirmed what the song promised: Mom was calling.

Midnight Central time was 1 a.m. on Nantucket, and Melinda Grayson wasn’t calling anyone at one in the morning unless someone had died. Brian was so sure of this that he let the phone ring, wondering whose tragedy he should brace for. His father was already three years in the grave, and his mother wouldn’t have heard news about Brian’s ex-wife before he did, which meant it was either his sister, her husband, or—please, no—their son, Brian’s nephew.

Answer it.

But he couldn’t. He was thinking about the text message his nephew had sent him not even two months earlier, a photo of his first driver’s license paired with an Indy 500 gif. Funny kid, Matt, he was a damn funny—

The phone went dark and still. Son of a bitch. He’d missed it. She needed him, and he’d sat there afraid in the dark and let her call go to voicemail.

It rang again, the screen illuminating and Liam Gallagher’s voice crooning, “A little space, a little time, see what it can do…” over his brother Noel’s wicked guitar.

Brian accepted the call and put the phone to his ear.

“Mom?” His voice was hoarse with unshaken sleep.

“Brian.” The relief in his mother’s voice was nothing but further confirmation of his fears. “Where are you?”

“Minneapolis. What’s wrong?” He sat up, swinging his feet to the floor, the sheet dropping from his bare chest. “What happened?”

“Where are you flying tomorrow?”

“What?”

“Where are you—”

“Los Angeles. Why do you—Mom, do you have any idea what time it is?”

“Late. Not too late, though.”

He checked the glowing red numerals on the alarm clock: 12:07.

“It’s past midnight here, I think it’s plenty late there! What’s going on?”

“You can’t get on that plane,” his mother said.

“Excuse me?”

“Do not fly, Brian. Do not even get on board. Not that plane.” She sounded utterly confident and her voice held a grace note of relief, as if she’d caught him just in time. “Promise me.”

“I… What… Mom, what’s wrong with you?”

“Nothing’s wrong with me. It’s the plane. Your plane.”

Brian opened his mouth and closed it again. Ran his free hand over his face and shook his head. What in the hell was going on? Melinda Grayson was in competition for the world’s least superstitious person. The idea that she believed she’d had some sort of premonition felt implausible.

“Did you have a nightmare?” he asked, voice gentle. She’d been alone in that rambling old Victorian since his father died. Too much house, she’d say from time to time, and maybe he should have taken the hint more seriously, should have helped her get out of the old house with all its old memories and into someplace newer and safer and more emotionally sterile. She was seventy-eight years old, living in the house in which she’d been born and in which she’d later raised two kids of her own and lost a husband, and that was a lot for an aging mind to take. There were long shadows and old echoes in that home, and just because the family loved it didn’t mean it was the right place for her to be.

“No nightmare,” she said crisply, almost curtly, a voice he remembered so well, a tone she deployed the way a herding dog dispensed nipping bites, telling you to move along. “Now promise me, Brian.”

“Promise you what?”

“That you will not fly. Not to Los Angeles—although I don’t think that matters?” A hint of a question to this last bit, the first wave in her surreal confidence. Then she pressed on. “No, it doesn’t matter. You stay right there. Understand?”

Understand? He almost laughed.

“Calm down,” he said. “Calm down and—”

“I’m perfectly calm. I’m also quite serious. Are you listening to me?”

“Mom, I’ve got to fly. It’s my job. Tell me what happened to make you—”

“You need to listen to me,” she snapped.

“I’m listening. But you’re not making sense, Mom. I don’t know what’s made you nervous. Can you tell me?”

“I am not nervous,” she said almost indignantly. “I am certain.”

“Certain of what?”

“You will die.”

The hotel room was too dark and too cold and too quiet. He wanted the sound of humanity, a television on the other side of the wall, a drunk’s laugh in the hall, anything.

“Mom.”

“You will die,” Melinda Grayson repeated, and her voice was so steady that Brian’s skin prickled with gooseflesh. She should be hysterical or confused or both, should be anything but calm and assured.

For a long moment neither of them spoke. He was trying to picture her in the house facing the Atlantic, that view from the veranda that had kept them from selling the place so many times, the view that was the singular reason it was a fourth-generation home. Was she in her bedroom or downstairs on the sofa in the book-lined den she loved so much? All those science-based books, no spooky stories for his mother, not much fiction at all beyond Elin Hilderbrand and Elizabeth Strout. His mother was the most practical person he’d ever known.

You will die, she’d just told her son.

Was he having the nightmare? He rubbed the knuckle of his thumb between his eyebrows, absorbed the pressure like a reassurance. Awake and aware: good.

“Brian,” his mother said, “are you listening to me?”

“I’m hearing you. I think that’s about all. Because it sure sounds like you’re telling me that you had some kind of… premonition or something. And that’s not like you.”

“Indeed, it is not. I think that’s important to remember, don’t you?”

He didn’t respond. What the hell did you say to that?

“I want to ask you a question,” she said. “Will you take me seriously enough to answer it?”

Dementia arrived fast with some people, Brian knew that, but there would be indicators, wouldn’t there? Things you’d think back on and nod your head at, realizing the overlooked clues. He’d call his sister as soon as this was done; there was no doubt about that.

“I’m taking you seriously, Mom. It’s just that what you’re saying is crazy.”

“Could you give me the answer without the commentary, please?”

He let out a long breath, lowered his hand from his face, and nodded as if she could see him.

“How many times have I asked you to avoid a flight?” she asked.

“Never.”

“Correct. How many hours have you spent in a cockpit?”

“About fifteen thousand.” The FAA capped you at 1,000 per year, and he had fourteen years with Delta, and flight school behind that.

“Then don’t you think, if I were given to My son is a pilot paranoia, I would have experienced it by now?”

“I’m not saying you’re paranoid; I’m saying—”

“It doesn’t make sense: yes, I heard you. You need to hear me. You are going to die. Do you have any idea what it feels like to say those words, a mother to her son? Can you possibly imagine?”

Behind him, the air-conditioning kicked on, adding a chilled gust to the already-too-cold room.

“We’re wheels up six hours from now,” he said. “This late, on that leg, they won’t be able to replace me. That’s grounding 220 passengers and diverting crew. It creates a ripple effect of—”

“Saved lives. That’s the ripple effect.”

How on earth could she be so lucid about something so mad? Brian rose and crossed the room and pulled the heavy drapes back, revealing the red-and-white lights of the airport beyond. He could hear the signature hum of a descending 727. The best thing about Delta’s Minneapolis hotels was their proximity to the airport. He never tired of watching the planes, and wasn’t that strange? Maybe not. If you were lucky, you found what you loved. Brian Grayson loved to fly.

“Mom, you need to explain what happened.”

“I am certain, and that is all that matters. If you fly, you die.”

Brian watched the 727 glide in, wheels kissing tarmac, slick and smooth and safely on the ground in Minnesota.

“It is one flight,” his mother in Massachusetts said. “One day, one flight. If I’m right, you’ll have many, many more ahead of you. Or just one. It is that simple. The choice is yours, but—”

“Mom…”

“—the responsibility is for all those passengers. Not just you. Imagine that I’m right, Brian. Imagine how you will feel when it happens.”

“When what happens? What in the hell do you think is going to happen? A crash, a hijacking—what?”

It was so silent that he thought he should be able to hear her breathing on the other end of the line but couldn’t. He was about to speak again when she cut in.

“I don’t know exactly how it will go. I just know that you’ll be dead when it’s done. You will all be dead.”

He couldn’t find his voice.

“More than two hundred people,” his mother said. “Some whole families, all traveling together, mothers and fathers and children, flying and dying together.”

“Stop saying that.”

“They will die on your plane, which is your responsibility.”

“Stop!” he shouted, caught by the cocktail of fear and anger.

She fell silent. The clock on the nightstand said 12:10. She’d needed only three minutes to undo a lifetime of trust.

But was that fair? She was the one asking for trust; he was withholding it. Withholding it because to extend it was to believe in something… very strange.

Very frightening.

“How are you so sure?” he whispered.

“I don’t know,” she said. “But I am. Will you trust me?”

He looked from the dark hotel room back out to the blinking lights of the airport.

“Okay,” he said. “I’ll call out.”

“That can’t be appeasement, Brian. It has to be the truth. Otherwise, I’ll have to… well, there are other steps I could take, I suppose.” She said this as if there were superior plans suddenly taking shape in her mind, and he had an awful vision of explaining himself in a courtroom. Did my mother call in a bomb threat? Well…

“I promise,” he said.



A Hilton in Arlington, Virginia, 3 a.m., when the call came.

Layla Chen, still awake, turned on one shoulder, the over-starched bedsheet dropping to her waist, and looked at the phone on the nightstand. The display was illuminated with a photograph of a smiling woman sitting at a picnic table in the Rocky Mountains, a steaming cup of coffee before her, a buffalo behind her. Cooke City, Montana. Her mother had been oblivious to the buffalo’s presence, and the picture always made Layla smile, which was one of the reasons she’d set it as the contact photo. A good picture of a good memory that made her smile.

It wasn’t making her smile this morning.

Her mother was calling, and her mother had been dead for sixteen years.

She dismissed the call. The screen went black as the lump in Layla’s throat thickened.

I wonder how long they wait to give away a dead woman’s phone number? she wondered. She should have already researched this question; couldn’t believe that she hadn’t. There would be a protocol. What was the waiting time and who regulated it? Was each phone company different? Maybe the phone numbers of the dead were hoovered up by those bullshit robocalling services, the kind that spammed people for credit card or Social Security numbers. She should know.

The screen illuminated again.

Mom is calling.

Somewhere across America, more than five hundred phones were ringing. The rest of them belonged to commercial pilots. The one on Layla’s nightstand belonged to the chief archivist of the Defense Advanced Research Projects Agency, better known as DARPA. Layla had insisted on being called at the same time as the pilots. She wanted to know how it felt in real time.

Now she hit the accept button. The phone ticked off the seconds of the sustained call. No hanging up from the other side. No voice, either. Just that promise from her iPhone assuring her that the call was connected. For an awful second, she thought it wasn’t working—that the whole system was a failure. Then she remembered she had to speak to activate the response.

“Hello,” Layla said.

“Hello, Layla, baby.”

The familiarity of that voice was so overwhelming that Layla could not draw a breath.

“Layla?” the voice said. “You don’t have to talk. You only have to listen.”

It had been sixteen years since Layla had heard her mother’s voice, but more than that since she’d heard this version of it, so strong and clear, unencumbered by pain—or pain pills.

“It is a very important night, ahead of a more important day. You need to know that, baby. Everything changes today.”

Remember that she is not real, she’s just a voice—not even that, she’s an imitation of a voice. No soul. So test the system. React as any of the pilots might.

“Stop this,” Layla whispered. It was so hard to speak. She stood up, the oversize T-shirt she’d worn to bed rising up her thighs, skin prickling, stomach knotting.

“Listen,” her mother’s voice said, “if you ever loved me, you will do that much. Just listen.”

If you ever loved me… How often had that been the first line ahead of some random request or mundane instruction? Circumstances didn’t matter to Sara Chen when she issued that weighty preamble.

If you ever loved me, you’ll empty the dishwasher.

If you ever loved me, you will not get that tattoo.

If you ever loved me, you’ll clean the cat’s box.

If you ever loved me, you’ll take a week of vacation so we can see Yellowstone together before my treatment starts.

Alone in the night, Layla Chen sank to her knees beside the hotel bed.

Her dead mother’s voice said, “Under no circumstances, Layla Leigh, can you fly today,” and Layla’s breath was snatched away by shock. Leigh was not her middle name; Leigh was a joke from the summer she’d started to listen to country music because her best friend Melissa loved it and pleasing Melissa was everything that year. Her mother had teased her, telling her she wasn’t sure that Layla Chen was going to go over well in Nashville, so maybe she’d need a stage name.

“Layla Leigh,” she would drawl in a remarkably proficient Southern accent, “can play not only the gee-tar, the banjo, and the fiddle, ladies and gents, she can positively wail on the har-mon-i-ca.”

Layla had known the system was good, but this was too good. Less imposter than ghost.

In Virginia, 2025, Layla pressed her forehead against the nightstand. In impossibility, time unknown, her mother said: “Today is either the beginning or the end. I’m not sure. But you must not fly. Promise me you won’t. Promise me now.”

Layla grasped the bedsheet with her free hand, knotted it in her fist. Did not speak.

“Layla.” Sharper now, chiding, a voice that had snapped Layla’s eyes up from the phone or computer so many times—one that guaranteed her mother’s patience was thinning.

“I need that promise,” Sara Chen said, and Layla could feel the undeniable reality of her mother’s presence, as real as the racing heartbeat beneath her breast.

“I promise,” Layla whispered.

“Thank you, Měinǚ,” the voice of the dead said, and it was that Mandarin closer, meaning beautiful girl, that made Layla slap the phone down on the nightstand. It was too good, damn it. The AI system imitating her mother was so good that, even if you knew what it was, it cut you to the core.

The phone went dark.

Layla gathered it in trembling hands and punched at the display. The phone was alive but the call was ended. Her mother was gone.

No, no, no. She was not your mother. You know this. You… know… this!

She pulled up recent calls, tapped the number, and put the phone back to her ear.

“Your call cannot be completed as dialed.”

Good.

Very good.

Layla lowered the phone, chest rising and falling with deep, edge-of-panic breaths, and forced a brittle laugh.

“It worked,” she whispered. “Holy hell, did it work.”

They had come up with plenty of spooky shit over the years at Sector Six at DARPA, which was an intersecting point of elite engineers and deeply paranoid thinkers, but still, she hadn’t been ready for that.

She drank a tiny bottle of vodka from the minibar, which seemed like the least she could do to celebrate after saving the world, then picked up a second phone, this one company-issued, and called a phone number in Langley, Virginia. Her breathing was steady and her voice was clear when she delivered a short, crisp message.

“Seeker Script is operational.”
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ASH POINT, MAINE OCTOBER 25, 2025


“People like to talk about UFOs when they talk about Ash Point,” the sunburned man with the wild white hair said, facing the camera squarely but keeping his eyes downcast. “That’s nonsense. But the danger isn’t.”

His eyes came up, found the camera, and held it.

“Instead of looking for trouble from another world,” Abe Zimmer said, “folks would be well advised to look closer to home.”

“Love it,” Charlie Goodwin said from behind the camera. “Perfect, Abe. That’s gold.”

The old man’s stern face fractured into a smile that made his previous intensity seem imagined.

“You sure? I never like seeing myself on camera.”

“That’s why you have me,” Charlie said, and she paused the video and stepped away from the tripod on which her iPhone rested, facing the old pilot and the rusty, eight-foot-high chain-link fence behind him, which was adorned with weather-beaten signs warning away trespassers, promising criminal charges, and asserting the authority of the federal government. Beyond the fence was a long ribbon of runway, the only part of the facility that looked fresh, with unmarred asphalt, repaved every two years on the taxpayer’s dime. The handful of low-slung concrete buildings that flanked the runway were abandoned, their steel doors draped with chains and padlocks, the windows boarded up.

Welcome to Ash Point, Maine, property of the Office of Naval Research.

Charlie Goodwin, seventeen-year-old cinematographer in the making, hated everything about the place except for the stories. Well, the stories and the view. If she turned away from the runway and the rusted fence, she’d be facing the breathtaking vista of the North Atlantic, waves breaking on granite ledges beneath a cobalt sky. Abe Zimmer’s tall tales were better than the view, though, and filming them helped keep Charlie, a Brooklyn kid from birth who’d been forced to move to rural Maine by her father less than six months ago, from losing her mind and hitchhiking home. She’d picked up 10,000 followers since posting her first conspiracy video. The public loved a paranoid old man, and Abe Zimmer looked straight out of central casting.

“Ignore the camera,” she instructed him. “Be natural: Let your eyes go where they want.”

It was more effective when Abe didn’t look into the camera. He had the keen squint of the former pilot he’d once been. Watching that gaze flash around the desolate old base was by turns compelling and hilarious, as was the way he’d lower his voice to a dramatic whisper before asking a rhetorical question.

“Should I start with the construction of the base?” he asked.

“No, I want the story of the wreck. The anniversary is coming up. That’s when we’ll have the most views.”

Abe scowled. “You told me you were going to do a real documentary, like Ken Burns, not that TikTok shit that the communists want our eyes on.”

Damn it, why wasn’t she recording? That was a perfect line: she could see viewers jamming index fingers as they hit “Subscribe.”

“The social channels are samples for crowdfunding, Abe. You know this.”

He grunted, spat into the weeds. He was dressed in faded jeans and an olive T-shirt that said BUFF Brewing and had the silhouette of a B-52 soaring over a pint glass. Between the shirt and the windblown white hair, he couldn’t have been styled better, and she hadn’t even had to ask. Natural content—that was Abe Zimmer.

“Yeah, yeah, funding,” he said. “Okay, so I just talk you through the wreck like you’ve never friggin’ heard about it?”

“Exactly like that.”

He sighed, and she thought she was about to lose him, so she pressed: “We’ll finish in the taproom. Dad told me there’s fresh Tail Gunner on tap.”

“Well, let’s quit bullshitting and get on with it, then,” Abe said.

Tail Gunner IPA was what held Charlie captive to this place, although nobody had paid a dime for one yet. Her parents had been determined to turn their love of craft beer into a career. There were a few hitches to the plan. Foremost: Charlie’s mother was the brewer, and she was dead. Her dad grasped the chemistry and had the formulas that her mother had left behind from years of study, but there was a difference between having your grandmother’s recipe card and her pie, or between holding blueprints and drawing them. Talent was not a chain-of-title possession.

How did you explain this to your own grieving father?

Not that Charlie hadn’t tried. Oh, how Charlie had tried.

The whole idea was madness. No matter how wonderful the beer was—Charlie’s limited sampling suggested it was adequate but not exceptional, and her palate was already more refined than her dad would dare to consider—his chosen location was a clinical example of stupidity. Even in peak summer season, Ash Point was remote for tourist travel, more than an hour north of Bar Harbor and Acadia, a desolate peninsula in what was known as “Downeast” Maine, a reference that had something to do with the way wind currents carried sailors downwind and to the east even as they traveled north, into colder and emptier waters.

It was there, on tall cliffs above those cold, empty waters, that BUFF Brewing was to be born. Its success formula: cold beer and old planes. The “BUFF” in question was the B-52 Stratofortress, and Charlie Goodwin had been young when she learned that the nickname “BUFF” did not, in fact, stand for “Big Ugly Fat Fellow” but “Big Ugly Fat Fucker.” Her mother taught her this. Dana Goodwin, maiden name Hightower, had been a military brat, growing up on Air Force bases, and her grandfather had achieved a moment’s notoriety for the inauspicious achievement of flying a B-52 right into the side of a Maine mountain.

Oops!

That had been the title of the first of Charlie’s TikTok and YouTube videos featuring the wreck site.

The story of the B-52 had faded from the public consciousness in a blink, but it lingered in Hightower family lore. This generations-old tragedy was what led Charlie’s father, fresh off his own tragedy, to pack up his daughter and move to Maine. He was addicted to grief, not alcohol. The potential brewery had been his wife’s dream, and why should a little thing like her death get in the way of that? Then kismet happened: Greg Goodwin encountered Abe Zimmer. In the type of plan that could only be formed while consuming alcohol, Greg and Abe agreed to a brewery and museum hybrid. The people would come for the beer, but they would learn of the forgotten heroes.

It would have remained talk, as the geographic cure usually should, until Dana died and Greg began to blame the city itself for her death.

He and Charlie left Brooklyn in June, arriving in Maine to impossibly cold weather for the first month of summer, and although Charlie was outraged, she strived for patience. She knew the move was born of heartbreak. She had tried to go along. She really had. The videos were a lifeline, and her father didn’t appreciate them, because he thought they were making light of sacred history. But good news today: Greg was gone. Her dad was off for a brewing festival in Wisconsin, and that meant Charlie had the whole weekend to shoot.

She wasn’t about to waste it.

“Roll on three,” she told Abe, counted three beats, then gave him a closed fist to indicate she was filming. None of this technique was real, but it sounded real, and that was all she needed to sell Abe on her legitimacy.

He began to stroll beside the rusty fence and the freshly paved runway, moving quickly, his wiry frame seeming built for speed. He was shorter than Charlie, but he always swelled up and announced that he was perfect pilot height.

Those poor tall bastards can’t handle the g-forces like me, he would say. He was infinitely proud of his posture, and the ramrod bearing made him seem almost as tall as Charlie, who was five nine.

“Date was October 28, 1962,” he said. “Everyone was worrying about the shit going down in Cuba, but locals who were paying attention were also keeping an eye on Ash Point. Because, for a supposedly closed facility, it was awfully friggin’ busy. They’d added an electrified fence. You can still see the conductors.”

He pointed, and Charlie pivoted to capture the end of the lane that led off down the peninsula, the blues and grays of the coast tapering to dark layers of pines pressing close to the road.

“Now you tell me, why does the Navy add an electric fence and guard tower to a closed facility?” Abe asked. “Doesn’t take a detective to answer that question. During the Cuban missile crisis, this airfield was as busy as a New Orleans whorehouse on Mardi Gras.”

Thank you, internet gods, Charlie thought. You have smiled upon me. I can already see the merch.

“Now, it had been Indian summer, about like you see today,” Abe continued, striding ahead. “Clear blue skies, warm temperatures, the whole bit. Then came the twenty-eighth, and the clouds started to come in. After the clouds?”

He sneaked a glance at the camera, unable to help himself.

“After the clouds came the plane,” he said, voice dropping. “Tail number was 60-3730, but the name was the Loring Loonatic, spelled like the bird. They had the paint job on the cockpit, you know, to personalize the plane. The bomber was based at Loring Air Force Base in Aroostook County, near Limestone, up in border country, nothing around but hundreds of miles of forest, some owned by the timber companies, some owned by the government, and maybe—probably—some owned by both.”

Yes, yes, yes! Charlie wanted to shout. She had to bite her lip to keep from smiling. Abe needed the audience to take him seriously or he’d grow petulant. You couldn’t laugh during one of his tall tales. He demanded credulity.

Abe reached out to trace the old fence with his fingertips as if summoning memories.

“When Ash Point was built, they said it was a radar station. Well, you tell me: Why does a radar station need a runway like that?”

He paused and gestured at the expanse of tarmac.

“We knew they were up to something, likely had to do with Loring and the North River Depot and nuclear weapons. There were a hundred different spook projects going on in the woods up here in Maine, what with us being so far away from watching eyes, and the locals being known as a discreet type.”

Charlie fought the smile back again. Abe Zimmer loved to describe Mainers as the original mind-your-own-business breed—even while gossiping about everything he’d ever heard, new or old.

“The storm that blew in that October was like nothing I’d seen before and nothing I’ve seen since. We’re used to rough weather. A nor’easter is no more exciting than a cloudburst to us. But what they had that day was the type of storm modern folks would call a ‘bomb cyclone.’ One of those hundred-year storms that seem to happen every other damn day, but now people can’t seem to remember last week, let alone last year.”

Charlie made a beckoning gesture, trying to keep him on track. Once Abe got going about the way society had changed, he was liable to run her out of battery before he got back to the plane wreck.

“Ayuh, so Indian summer turned to a black sky and fifteen-foot swells,” Abe said. “The wind was howling, and first there was sleet, and then there was snow, and then… then came the B-52.”

He turned and eyed the hillside as if he were watching the plane descend all over again.

“She came in roaring and never slowed.” He made a steep sweeping motion with his hand. “You could hear the impact for miles, and if you lived close enough, like I did, you could feel it in your bones, right in your gut. My father and an old boy named Norbert Cyr jumped into a Jeep and drove for the wreck site. I went with ’em.”

This time the pause didn’t seem intended for drama. It felt reflective. Charlie was about to nudge Abe when he spoke again.

“We found the only survivor,” he said. “He’d ejected, but his chute didn’t deploy. His ejection seat landed in a thicket of pines that all collapsed inward…”

He made a gesture with both hands, bending his fingers toward one another.

“And he stuck right up at the top. We fished him out. Hadn’t so much as had a chance to begin looking for the others when the boys from the base showed up. DARPA, although it was called ARPA back then. Now listen: the man we found was alive. Looked right at me with the brightest blue eyes I’ve ever seen, before or since. Then the military claimed him and next thing you know, there were no survivors at all. They said everyone had ejected and been lost at sea. But I know what I saw! And it’s past time that someone admitted why Ash Point still exists at all, inactive but under military control. Take a look at that runway.”

Charlie panned over the clean tarmac as the easterly breeze scoured dust across its surface.

“The Navy repaved that last year,” Abe said. “Same as they have every two years for the past six decades. Now you tell me: Why would they do that?”

“Cut,” Charlie said. “Perfect, Abe. Perfect.”

They crossed the cracked asphalt and entered the BUFF Brewing taproom, which had once been a service station built by an enterprising local on the one road that led to the airfield at the end of the remote peninsula. Once the military moved out, the service station and the saltbox-style house behind it were left behind like battlefield casualties. When the property came up for sale, it stayed up for sale. Time went by, the property price plummeted, and Greg Goodwin’s therapy sessions did little for his grief or his growing paranoia about the city. No crime rate data could deter him from an overwhelming fear—not after his wife picked the wrong store on the wrong day. Coincidental tragedy wasn’t something he could wrap his head around; Dana’s death had to mean something, and he decided it meant the city was rotten and his duty as a protector was to remove his daughter from the threat.

Where to go?

Off to chase a dead woman’s dreams.

They’d moved in three years after Dana Goodwin’s death, and the meager solace that time had provided to Charlie evaporated with the transition to the strange place. Now she lived in an apartment above a brewery that wasn’t even open, adjacent to an airfield that hadn’t functioned in decades. Everything about Ash Point revolved around an absence. She needed only to endure two semesters and escape to college. Survive and advance, she told her friends back home. It was like a tournament—or a prison sentence.

When she followed Abe Zimmer into the taproom, she saw Lawrence Zimmer waiting on a barstool and had to hide a grimace.

Lawrence was Abe’s grandson, Charlie’s classmate at beautiful Cold Harbor High, a school whose mascot was—you couldn’t make this shit up—the Crustacean Sensation. Lawrence would regularly wear his letter jacket with the cartoon logo of a muscular lobster across the back, and he didn’t even wear it ironically. He was one of those Go, team! Hoo-rah! guys who seemed like he was auditioning for a reboot of Happy Days or some shit. Potsie Weber with a fishing boat. He wasn’t unattractive—actually, he’d probably be cute if he didn’t have a buzz cut that suggested he was in ROTC, tall and broad shouldered, built like a basketball player. He had strong features, a nice smile, and observant eyes that were a lovely shade of blue—downright pretty, in fact. The only problem with Lawrence was just… him. His door-opening, Pardon me, miss behavior, his thoughtful silence in the classroom paired with enthusiastic clapping at the pep rallies, made him feel like as much of a caricature as the lobster mascot on his jacket. The most infuriating thing about him, Charlie thought, was the way he always watched the new girl as if he were rooting for her, as if she were a cause that needed a champion.

Gross.

“Where have you been?” Lawrence asked his grandfather. He acted like a chaperone to Abe. His father had joined the merchant marine and stayed gone, and his mother, Abe’s daughter, taught first grade. Charlie had never seen the father, but Lawrence surely had inherited his height from that side of the family, because he towered over his grandfather and seemed to feel that the extra inches granted him superiority. He was always checking on how many beers Abe had enjoyed and giving little sighs of disapproval.

“Been telling stories you should know by heart, if you bothered to pay attention,” Abe said breezily.

“Is she letting you review them before she posts them?” Lawrence asked. He had notebooks spread out on the bar in front of him, an iPad propped above those, immersed in homework. If he wasn’t practicing for one of the three sports he participated in, he was studying, like a bot designed to replace a normal teen.

“What’s that supposed to mean?” Charlie said.

“If it’s his story, seems like he should get a say in how it’s shared.”

“He’s the one telling it!”

“But you’re editing it.”

“And to think,” Charlie said, “most people would say your grandpa is the conspiracy theorist of the family.”

“It’s not a theory. The editor is more important than the—”

“Oh, hush,” Abe said. “It’s all to the good of the cause. TikTok will win the day for the communists if we let them, sure, but before that happens, I might as well raise some money for the museum.”

“Right,” Lawrence said. “The museum.”

He and Charlie both glanced at the vaunted museum space. It consisted of a roped-off area featuring a dozen framed black-and-white photographs, two rusty props from an unknown plane, and the signature piece: a B-52 ejection seat. A hulking piece of olive-colored metal with a red headrest, drab harness belts, yellow levers, and footrests that looked like something from a wheelchair designed by Satan, the ejection seat was Abe Zimmer’s prize. He was convinced that it would bring paying tourists and hadn’t taken kindly to Charlie’s suggestion that they charge five bucks to tip people backward in the seat and pour tequila shots down their throats to turn the old wreck into a moneymaker.

“I saw that done with an old dentist’s chair once,” she’d said, a regrettable confession that led to a conversation with her father about where, exactly, she had encountered a dentist’s chair and a tequila bottle. Charlie maintained her standard excuse: TikTok. Everything was on TikTok! Gosh, Dad!

“We’re gonna demo the ejection sequence here shortly, but first I need to wet my whistle,” Abe said, heading around the bar.

“It’s not even nine in the morning,” Lawrence said.

“He’s a grown-up,” Charlie said. She couldn’t stand Lawrence’s holier-than-thou attitude. He was so earnest all the time. Not good video content. “Dad just put fresh Tail Gunner on tap, Abe. He wanted your opinion.”

“See! Drinking’s not a problem if it’s a profession,” Abe said, grabbing a mug and heading for the tap handles.

“Is your dad off for his brewing festival?” Lawrence asked, regarding Charlie through solemn blue eyes that always held the expression of a judge on the verge of issuing a bench decree.

“It’s a business conference,” Charlie said. “They determine the proper pricing of different hops and malts and discuss commodities.”

“Is he flying or driving to the business conference?”

“Are you auditing his expenses?”

“No. But if he’s flying today, he’ll be delayed.”

Charlie blinked. “What?”

“There’s been a big ground stop. Nationwide. It was on TV all morning.”

“Huh?”

“A ground stop is when the FAA—”

“I know what it is!”

“Well, there’s one today. A software glitch or systems trouble or something. Full national stop.”

“Your dad will be just fine.” Abe waved a hand impatiently at his grandson as if he didn’t want Lawrence agitating Charlie. The idea that she might be considered emotionally tender was annoying.

“I’m not saying he won’t be fine,” Lawrence said. “It’s just that—”

“I’m not worried; I just want to know what’s going on,” Charlie snapped. The truth of it was that she was worried—a little.

Lawrence shrugged. “I didn’t read all of it.”

“I thought you said you saw it on TV?”

“Yep.”

“Do you read the TV?”

“I do when it’s muted and the captioning is on,” he said evenly.

Abe tipped his mug at the 45-degree angle that he claimed allowed for the perfect pour, pulled the tap handle forward, and began to fill the mug with beer.

“Probably was TikTok that caused the problem,” he said. “Infected the systems. Chinese aggression. You can’t say I didn’t call it.”

Charlie picked up the remote control and turned on the TV that was mounted in the corner of the room.

“What’s CNN out here?” She didn’t watch much TV, just used her phone and iPad.

“Oh, put on the real news, not that godless BS!” Abe barked, and Charlie heard Lawrence sigh softly.

“It’s 232,” he said.

Charlie punched in the channel and dropped the remote back onto the bar, prepared to have to wait for the FAA story to cycle back up in the breaking news, if they hadn’t already moved on for good.

There was no wait.

“What is the price of one sick pilot?” a blond female anchor asked the camera. “Not much. But what is the price of five hundred sick pilots? According to the Nasdaq, S&P 500, and Dow Jones Industrial, billions of dollars and counting. Trading indexes are plummeting this morning as news of the callout effort by pilots for all major American carriers began. The Air Line Pilots Association has adamantly denied that this is a coordinated labor effort, but no one is saying what else it might be. All we understand is that the impact will be felt by a lot of Americans today, as the FAA has now implemented a full ground stop while officials assess this situation. All departures have ceased nationwide.”

That explains the clear sky, Charlie thought, remembering how empty and blue it had been outside: no contrails from jets out of Logan or Bangor or Halifax.

“The White House and Pentagon have not responded to requests for comment, although we are being promised a briefing is forthcoming. Every major American carrier is affected. It’s too early to say what is happening right now, but it is not too early to say travelers are dealing with a major headache.”

The camera cut away from the news desk to show the Minneapolis airport, and then Phoenix, and then Houston. The terminals were packed with frustrated people, almost everyone looking at a phone or talking into one, some people sitting on the floor.

“That’s enough of that,” Abe announced, and muted the TV. “We don’t need to worry the girl, Lawrence.”

“The girl is not worried,” Charlie said. “Just curious.”

She had to stop herself from taking out her phone to text her dad, though. In the weeks after her mother’s murder, she’d texted him constantly when he was away from home, and now she blamed that in part for her existence in Ash Point. If she’d been braver at the start, maybe he wouldn’t have overreacted to the city’s dangers.

“For the record,” Abe said, “fear is a wonderful thing. American resilience is rooted in our capacity for alarm. It’s one of the great strengths of our national character. Why, think of Paul Revere.”

“Paul Revere had real news to deliver,” Lawrence observed. “He wasn’t alarmed; he was reporting facts.”

“You’re missing the point, grandson. Negative thinking encourages preparation.”

“Quick,” Charlie said, “let’s start digging a bunker.”

“You laugh now, but someday you won’t. Your generation has immediate knowledge but no wisdom.”

“But the problem with your generation—” Charlie began, and Lawrence cut her off.

“Please, please, don’t feed the beast,” he moaned.

Charlie ignored him. “The problem with your generation is that you’re alarmed by the wrong things. Your capacity for alarm has exceeded the demand.”

“Give me one example.”

“Pronouns,” Charlie said, and then fluttered her hands overhead like a ghost from Scooby-Doo: Wooo-oooo-ooo!

“Pfft.” Abe waved her off. “I leave that bullshit for unsophisticated thinkers. What I’m trying to tell you people, Generation Snore or whatever you call yourselves, is that you can’t sleepwalk through a nightmare.”

Charlie and Lawrence exchanged a puzzled glance.

“I think you can,” Charlie said. “If you’re sleepwalking, there’s an inherent chance that your dream is a nightmare.”

“Horseshit! Dreams come during REM sleep, when the body is paralyzed.”

“I don’t even know what we’re talking about anymore,” Lawrence said.

“The great gift of fear,” Abe said, pulling the tap handle again, topping his mug of morning beer. “If you maintain a proper skepticism of all things—the Big G not excepted—then you’re prepared for trouble. You kids aren’t ready for trouble because you’ve never seen it. Hell, you were born after 9/11. You have no memory of vulnerability. That’s a dangerous way to live.”

“Wait—are we supposed to be afraid for the government or afraid of it?” Charlie asked.

“Both,” Abe replied without hesitation.

“That’s just paranoia.”

“Nah,” Abe said. “If you’re alarmed about enough things, one of them is bound to be right eventually.”

Charlie couldn’t help but laugh. “There’s a T-shirt slogan.”

Lawrence didn’t seem to share her amusement.

“You came in here to film, didn’t you?” he said.

“Roger that,” Abe said, setting down his mug, beer foam flecking his mustache. He went to stand beside the ejection seat while Charlie adjusted her tripod.

“Okay, Abe,” she said, “tell us a little bit about the rumors surrounding Ash Point.”

“Hell, there were all kinds of rumors. You know how it goes in a small town. Or I suppose you don’t, since you get all your news from videos. But there was a time when people had to gossip face-to-face. Dark days, I know.” He belched, then wiped his mouth. “We can talk rumors later; let’s get to the ejection sequence. We need some action. Lawrence, man your post.”

When Lawrence stood up from the bar and walked to the ejection seat, Charlie saw he was wearing his letter jacket, the big, muscular cartoon lobster grinning at the world from his back. She snickered. The Crustacean Sensation. Her followers would love that.

As Lawrence fastened the harness belts that secured him to the ejection seat and then placed his feet into the ankle collars that restrained his legs, looking like Hannibal Lecter being denied a snack, Charlie was immersed in the task of filming, oblivious to the muted TV behind her. She had fans to worry about. Content didn’t generate itself. They’d reboot the FAA system and get the planes in the air, her dad would head home, and all would be well.

Later, she would remember that feeling as if it had belonged to another girl in another life.
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CRANE, INDIANA SEPTEMBER 1961


The future of warfare—if not humanity—changed on a hot August day on the grounds of a naval base more than 1,000 miles from the nearest ocean. The discovery involved a single scientist and a model airplane.

The Crane Naval Surface Warfare Center had been created in World War II and now covered more than ninety-seven square miles. During the war they’d made rockets, missiles, bombs, flares, fuses, and detonators. By 1943, chemical weapons had been added, beginning with mustard gas, and a decontamination station was added. What was once temporary became permanent. The Second World War ended, but then conflict began in Korea, and Pentagon planners eyed the threat of the Soviets, weighed the risks in Vietnam and an ascendant China, and poured more money into the facility at Crane. Newer weapons came and went. Some of these were disclosed publicly; others were not.

The least interesting building on the sprawling base was, no doubt, Microfilm Storage Building #45, a bland concrete structure that was, on the surface, exactly what it claimed to be: an archive filled with thousands of canisters of film stacked on long metal shelves. Beneath the surface, in a cavernous warehouse of nearly 25,000 square feet, was a massive laboratory referred to by those select few in the know as “Hazelton’s barracks.”

Dr. Martin Hazelton was a tall, trim man with salt-and-pepper hair and a sharp, angular chin. He would’ve been handsome enough for the passing resemblance to Cary Grant to be noticeable were it not for his perpetually harried quality. During the war he had been a physicist in Oak Ridge, Tennessee, and Los Alamos, New Mexico, among the many whose calculations served in development of the atomic bomb. His expertise was the impact of electromagnetic energy on electronics.

Once, this had been a question of atmospheric research. The electromagnetic threat came when pilots flew into storms.

That changed with Oppenheimer.

Now there were vital questions surrounding nuclear war, and Marty Hazelton was tasked with just one: If an atomic bomb was detonated over the continental United States, how might planes in the air be shielded? What he did in Microfilm Storage Building #45 looked much like what American boys did on rainy Saturday afternoons. He built and painted model planes.

What happened then was a little different: he flew his radio-controlled models into a cloud of high-voltage current.

The paints and epoxies he used were reflective blends designed to shield electrical components. Ordinarily, he worked with models of the B-52. Sentimental, perhaps, as it was his little brother’s plane—Hank Hazelton was an Air Force pilot—but the B-52 was also the nation’s apex predator, its most capable nuclear bomber.

On the other side of the world, the Russians put nuclear warheads on rockets and dug silos deep into the earth, while Marty Hazelton flew toy planes into homemade clouds to watch their electric brains fry. Sizzle and crash, sizzle and crash.

He did not feel foolish.

The problem delighted him because he was sure it could be solved. One of the great unspoken truths of World War II was how exciting it had been. The nation had been united in a way it might never have been before and likely never would be again, and much of the world had joined America in both sentiment and strategy, and what emerged from that moment, well…

“ ‘Now I am become Death, the destroyer of worlds,’ ” Oppenheimer had said after the Trinity test.

How unseemly, against that backdrop, to speak of excitement. And yet any scientist knew that it was true. Certainly, they knew it at General Electric and Westinghouse and RCA, at Boeing and Grumman and NASA. Everything was a race. “Show your work” became “Let’s give it a shot.”

This approach wasn’t necessarily foolish. Many of the greatest breakthroughs in the history of science had been made quite accidentally. Mold spores appeared in a petri dish and then penicillin was discovered and health care would never be the same. A chocolate bar melted in a chemist’s pocket and microwave technology clarified. Film was forgotten in a drawer and radiation scientists were handed Nobel Prizes.

This was how it happened: hard work and deep thought met happy accidents. “Holy curiosity,” Einstein had said. Einstein, the German. What might the world look like had he stayed in his home country? What great American skylines might’ve turned to ash? One could never know. You could only seize the opportunity with the right attitude, and the right attitude was always—always—curiosity.

Marty Hazelton’s holy curiosity hadn’t waned, but he had to admit it had been a very unproductive stretch of results. The trouble was shielding an object in motion. You could harden a building with properly reinforced concrete, and you could armor land-based components with a Faraday cage that dispersed the electricity, but for a plane, neither was practical. Marty was sure there was a simpler approach in a reflective shield.

Am making good progress, he lied cheerfully in a telegram to the Pentagon, the office of Admiral Ralph H. Cutting, his ultimate superior at the Office of Naval Research.

On September 25, President Kennedy addressed the United Nations, saying: “Today, every inhabitant of this planet must contemplate the day when this planet may no longer be inhabitable. Every man, woman, and child lives under a nuclear sword of Damocles, hanging by the slenderest of threads, capable of being cut at any moment by accident or miscalculation or by madness. The weapons of war must be abolished before they abolish us.”

Marty listened as he sat at one of his long modeling tables, scraping at the freshly sharpened tip of his #2 Ticonderoga pencil with his thumbnail while waiting on yet another experimental epoxy to dry. The latest included silver nitrate. You added and subtracted and tested and observed; this was all that could be done.

Add, subtract, test, observe.

Move forward.

The life of a scientist. Of anyone, really. But there came a time when the subtractions outnumbered the additions. Aging meant that the brain became less and the body matched it or one outpaced the other—but subtraction was the only promise. Had his problem-solving mind peaked? Most great mathematicians had their significant breakthroughs in their twenties. Violin prodigies excelled in their teens. Those years were far, far in the rearview mirror.

When he finally came back into the moment, he glanced at his thumbnail and saw there was a fine gray dusting of pencil lead across it.

Graphite, really. What was called “pencil lead” didn’t involve any actual lead. It was a mixture of clay and graphite.

He leaned close to the messy graphite dust pile he’d made, drew in a breath to blow the dust out of sight and out of mind, then stopped. Hovered with his pursed lips close to the dust, like a man on the verge of a kiss.

Graphite was an underrated substance. It was a good conductor of electricity and heat. Put to proper pressure, it could be converted into a diamond; put to proper heat, a diamond could be turned to graphite. Electricity applied parallel to the basal planes of graphite was conducted well, but electricity applied perpendicularly made the substance a thousand times less conductive. Likewise, it conducted heat well in the parallel and insulated it in the perpendicular.

Remarkable.

The problem with graphite was producing it in a stable material. Say, a pliable sheet, something that could be molded and shaped. This was why the bulk of such a fascinating substance went into nothing more exciting than pencil lead. Then again, it had been with a pencil that Einstein wrote E = mc2, so you couldn’t say the substance had been a complete waste of potential.

Marty leaned back, studied the dust, and then looked at the Scotch tape resting on his desk.

He tore off a small strip, lowered it carefully to the dust pile with nimble modeler’s fingers, and lifted the pencil-lead dust clean from the table. Held the graphite-smudged transparent tape up to the light. One of the fascinating things about graphite was its ability to absorb light from all visible spectrums.

He turned to his model B-52 and placed the graphite-coated tape on the wing.

Foolish.

And yet…

An insulator and a conductor, and one with fascinating implications.

That afternoon, Dr. Martin Hazelton requested a sample of high-quality graphite from his procurement clerk at the Office of Naval Research, then spent days laboriously flaking enough of it off to coat every square inch of his model B-52 with copper tape and graphite. He had no real theory about what it would do: this was the fun of it.

Research science was a marvelous job.

The electric arc field Marty had constructed at the far end of the warehouse was really nothing more than an oversize Jacob’s ladder, a school science fair experiment on steroids. Massive transformers powered twelve-foot-high rods that looked like the uprights of goalposts on a football field. Between the goalposts sparked enough voltage to kill a man on contact.

He’d incinerated a lot of taxpayer dollars between those goalposts.

As he launched his radio-controlled plane and flew it across the expanse of MSB #45, he had the passing feeling of sorrow that he always felt just before they fried. He sometimes had to suppress a wince when he heard the sizzle of their electronic brains.

When this model plane hit the high-voltage cloud, there was a distinct crackling sound, sharper than any he’d heard before, one that seemed to come almost from inside his own skull, and then a remarkable thing happened.

For an instant, brief but undeniable, he could see the wiring within the plane glow, a bright, iridescent web of blue lines, like an X-ray image of the plane’s insides. The blue was the color of St. Elmo’s fire, offering a perfect schematic of the plane’s wiring. Around the web of bright blue wires, the rest of the plane turned to a cloud of gray dust, one that reminded him of a mayfly hatch on a Maine pond, forming a collective shape in the outline of the plane, but full of undeniably distinct, individual parts.

Buzzzzz.

The little motor hummed; the plane passed through the electric current and then seemed to pop back into its previous form with an audible snap: no smoke, no glow, no trace of damage. A toy once more.

Marty was so astonished that he almost flew the plane into the concrete wall. He adjusted the controller at the last moment, brought the plane around in a tight turn, leveled it out, and landed it.

He cut the electricity and went to inspect the plane. While he couldn’t swear to it, he thought there had been a rearrangement of the pattern in the graphite dust beneath the tape, almost like seeing different fingerprints on a card—close matches but not exact. He turned the battery off, turned the battery on. Started the motor. Stopped it. Started it again.

The plane was utterly unscathed.

That day, he ordered more graphite.

Have holy curiosity.
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ASH POINT, MAINE OCTOBER 25, 2025


The trouble came, as it historically had come at Ash Point, out of the sky.

Charlie was lazing in an Adirondack chair outside the taproom, scrolling through TikTok and waiting for the day to warm up—although days didn’t seem to truly warm much in Maine in October—when something glimmered in her peripheral vision and made her look up from the screen.
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