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North Rim of the Grand Canyon

80 miles north of Flagstaff, Arizona
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Sylvia Bassett repressed the urge to sigh and looked down at her camera instead of rolling her eyes as the groom groaned—again—about having to take photographs along the majestic rim of the Grand Canyon two weeks after their wedding. He'd been complaining for the past hour as she and her assistant sweated to corral the bridal party into position.

"Everybody—folks...listen up," Sylvia called. "The light’s just about perfect," she said as she glanced at the light meter held by her weary assistant, Jenna. Turning her attention back to the bridal party, Sylvia glanced at the expansive maw of the Grand Canyon behind them.

"That's it—hold it!" Sylvia blurted. They froze. She adjusted the focus on her lens just so...then took the picture. As Sylvia looked down at the preview screen on the back of her camera, a gust of hot desert wind tugged at her shirt.

"You're doing great, everybody...just a few more seconds...” Jenna encouraged.

"I don't like the way those clouds are looking," one of the groomsmen muttered as he pointed behind Sylvia.

" It's just some dust,” the groom said sharply. He turned to Sylvia. “Hurry up and take the freakin’ picture.”

“Um...Sylvia?” Jenna asked.

Sylvia put the camera back to her eye and ignored her assistant. She still needed some candid photos to round out the contract. "That's good..." she muttered, as the mother of the bride looked off into the distance.

“Syl...” Jenna whispered to her right. 

Sylvia didn’t take her eye from the camera’s viewfinder. “Not now, Jenna...can you get the flash and the umbrella screen?”

Jenna tugged at her shirt like a child. Sylvia pulled herself away from the camera, pleased that she’d snapped so many great shots, but irritated with her assistant. "What?” she snapped over her shoulder. “What is it?"

"Behind you," Jenna said quietly, staring north.

Sylvia turned to look where the rest of the bridal party now pointed and stared at a wall of red-yellow dust rising up from the horizon. It was still a long way off—dust clouds had a way of tricking the eye—but the diffuse, fog-like wall made pine trees in the foreground look like toys on a train set.

Sylvia frowned. “It's not even a real haboob, yet—just a little dust the wind kicked up.” She turned to smile at the bride. “It’s putting the perfect glow on your dress, Esme. If you're willing, I'd like to take a few more pictures, then we can wrap it up."

"Maybe we should pack it in now..." offered one of the other groomsmen a moment later. “That cloud is a lot bigger than it was a second ago...”

The groom turned from his bride to glare at the sky, but his face went slack. "You, uh...you might be right, Eduard.” He looked down at his tuxedo cuffs. “This is a Tom Ford...”

Sylvia offered a forced smile as the wedding party debated the worth of the groom's fancy tux. “I only need a couple more minutes, guys—promise.”

"That might be all we have..." Jenna muttered. “You feel how calm it is? It’s like this thing is sucking all the air...”

Sylvia glanced at the angry cloud bank in the distance. She didn’t want to admit it openly, but it looked closer to her, too. “If you want, start packing up the gear.” Beside her, Jenna jumped to the task with remarkable alacrity. Sylvia settled herself behind her camera once more. "Okay, everybody scrunch together, please—let's have some big, beautiful smiles!"

The fine hairs on Sylvia’s arms rose and she blinked as static electricity shocked her finger when she touched the shutter release button on her camera. “Ow!” She looked around. The light was failing, and the dust storm continued to grow. It looked like a tornado on its side, churning and rolling forward, swallowing everything that dared stand in its path. Her heart beating faster, Sylvia returned to her work and tried to ignore the bead of sweat that trickled down her neck.

The image previews told her all she needed to know about the approaching monster. First a few smiles faltered. Click-click. A few more smiles faded, and one person pointed. Click-click-click. The groom turned and said something to his worried bride. Click-click-click-click. Sylvia turned and gasped.

The wall of angry red dust stretched thousands of feet up into the sky in a vertical, moving cliff. Only the biggest, record-breaking haboobs look like that—and even then, Sylvia had only witnessed them in pictures, never from ground zero. Involuntarily, she snapped pictures of the storm as one of the bridesmaids screamed.

And then the monster pounced. 

A gust of wind shoved Sylvia forward and by the time she caught herself, the world had dimmed to a murky red-yellow. The bridesmaids screamed, but Sylvia could barely make out any of the others, just twenty feet away. The storm had swallowed them all.

“Get to the parking lot!” Sylvia yelled. She turned to Jenna and handed the camera over out of habit, but her assistant was gone. “Jenna?” she called, her voice swallowed in the wind. The storm was far stronger than she'd expected or ever experienced. The hair on her arms tingled, as if she’d just curled up with a wool blanket on a cold night. Thunder rumbled in the distance. “What the—?”

"I'm right here,” her assistant yelled in a tremulous voice, only a few feet away. “I can’t find the flash bag! Everything is shocking me!”

"It’s just static electricity. Throw your gear in a bag—any bag!” Sylvia cried as she ducked her head behind one arm and tried to find her camera bag in the swirling dust. She cradled the expensive device close to her body, shielding it from the pelting, stinging dust. 

The groom shouted and attempted to take control of the chaos. “Everybody to the limo!” 

The driver, caught smoking a cigarette halfway between the scenic overlook and the parking lot, vanished into the storm. It was only when two dim headlights appeared in the distance that Sylvia realized the man had made it back to the waiting vehicle. He honked the horn repeatedly to get their attention. 

"There! Go toward the headlights!" Sylvia yelled to Jenna. She heard a handful of voices carried on the wind, but it was hard to make out who shouted. The wind smashed into Sylvia and drove her to her knees. The bridesmaids, blinded by dust, screamed in terror as they ran for the parking lot, stumbling over the dirt and scrub grass. Their dresses, flapping and snapping like living things in the wind, acted as parachutes and pulled them along with the storm.

Sylvia stuffed her camera into the bag at her feet, closed the lid and zipped it as fast as she could, blinking scratchy dirt from her eyes. Red dust covered everything. She hefted the bag over one shoulder, grabbed the tripod with her expensive flash gear, then staggered as she turned into the wind. Jenna bumped into her, complaining about the weight of her own gear, then vanished again, cursing as she hit the ground.

"Just leave it," Sylvia ordered with a shout as she dropped everything but her camera. “I have the Nikon. We’ll both—”

"My eyes!” Jenna shrieked to Sylvia’s left. 

“Keep them closed!” Sylvia snapped as she kept her face down so the worst of the dust impacted the top of her head. The dust and grit carried by the wind stung every square inch of exposed skin. She groped out with her left hand and brushed Jenna's arm. "Take my hand,” Sylvia said as she spat sand from her mouth. “I can still see the ground..."

Jenna continued to scream in pain as the dust buffeted her face and stung her skin. “I can’t see!” she cried out. “It’s in my eyes!” Every time she opened her mouth, dust poured in and soon Jenna was coughing and hacking more than breathing.

Several older voices called out in the confusion and complained about dust in their eyes and throats. Sylvia coughed. The fine dust was like flour on the wind, pervasive and choking.

The vicious wind suddenly died, and Sylvia staggered forward, pushing through dust that hung suspended in the air for a few brief seconds. It reminded her of the snowy, muffled days of her youth in Minnesota when snow enveloped the world and silence ruled. “What...?”

She painfully blinked the grit from her eyes and saw Jenna a few feet away, facing away from the parking lot. "Okay...” Sylvia coughed and doubled over to clear her lungs. “Everybody, get to the cars, this may not be over—"

The wind returned with a vengeance before she could finish her warning, and the handful of people visible nearby dissolved into the red dust once more. Jenna screamed again, then her voice faded. 

"Come back!” Sylvia yelled. “The parking lot is this way!"

Sylvia stood her ground, crouching into the ever-increasing wind and shielding her face as best she could. A bridesmaid coughed as she rolled past Sylvia, her dress billowed up and pushed forward by the furious storm. One after another, the bridal party staggered past, some going toward the canyon, some toward the parking lot. She tried to yell a warning but could barely breathe with all the dust in her throat. 

The wind and her camera weighed her down, so Sylvia dropped to one knee. She cleared her throat and took a ragged breath, then shielded her face and peered around in the murky soup. 

Jenna wasn’t there.

"No, no, no..." Sylvia said around the dust and sand in her mouth. "Jenna! Come to my voice!”

“Okay!” Jenna yelled a moment later, her voice undulating on the wind. She sounded dangerously far off. 

“You’re too far away!” Sylvia warned.

"I just—" Jenna called, then a bloodcurdling shriek split the air and overpowered even the noise of the howling wind. 

"Jenna!" Sylvia cried.

One of the groomsmen—the nice one named Eduard—emerged in front of her, startling Sylvia enough that she dropped her camera bag. “I think we’re the last ones over here!”

"No, Jenna—my assistant—she went that way," Sylvia yelled as she pointed toward the hidden Grand Canyon.

“I can't see anything," Eduard complained, wiping at his face with one hand.

Sylvia shrugged out of his grip. “Jenna!” she yelled into the wind. Her voice, like her assistant, vanished into the storm. She pushed through the air—which pushed back—and struggled closer to the rim.

Shuffling one step at a time, Sylvia and Eduard made their way through drifts of sand that hadn’t existed only moments before. She tripped over a sagebrush but the young man at her side caught her arm.

“Careful! We have to stick together...we’re getting close to the—stop!” He jerked her painfully back, and she was glad he did. One second, she was trudging forward, pushing sand out of the way with her feet, attempting to stay upright. The next, her foot hung over empty air and the wind threatened to send her sailing over the edge of the Grand Canyon.

Sylvia fell back onto the ground, her heart racing, wind and dust whipping her hair into her face. She’d been less than a second away from certain death. “Jenna...” she moaned. 

“I’m sure she didn’t come this way,” Eduard yelled over the incessant howling and crackling. Little streaks of blue-white lightning sparkled in his beard and hair. Static electricity generated by the dust grew stronger by the second as they entered the heart of the colossal storm. When she dared open her eyes, rivers of dust streaked past her, rushing over the edge of the canyon.

“We won’t be able to help,” Eduard complained. “We should head for the limo and wait it out.” He pulled out his cell phone, but its screen remained dark. He shook the little device and looked up at her, unbelieving fear on his face. “I can’t call for help! My phone’s dead!”

“I’m not leaving her!” Sylvia snarled into the wind and dust. She crawled forward and stopped only when her hands curled around the edge of the precipice. Dust streamed over and between her fingers as it raced along the ground and took flight over the great expanse.

Sylvia peered into the storm. She could barely see Eduard, and he was just a few feet behind her. Then she looked over the edge and down into the vast nothingness below. A coughing fit overcame her, but when it subsided, her vision cleared, and she saw something that lifted hope in her chest.

Sylvia saw a light.

“Jenna!”

“You see her?” Eduard asked, suddenly by her side and craning his neck over the rim. “Look!” he yelled, pointing along the rim of the canyon. “Someone’s coming!”

They watched in horror as a tumbling, billowy cloud of fabric rolled along the ground, sprouting arms and legs and a high-pitched voice. Almost twenty feet away, the bridesmaid was moving far too fast, and the dust was far too thick for them to reach her before she sailed out over the edge and vanished into the gloom.

Eduard yelled and tried to get up, but he lost his footing and nearly followed the doomed bridesmaid over the side. Sylvia grabbed for him and yanked the startled young man back to safety. Panting and coughing, they both turned to Sylvia’s assistant.

“Jenna,” Sylvia yelled, her voice hoarse. She coughed. “Can you hear me?”

They waited a long moment, but the only reply she received was the howling wind and hissing dust as it rushed over the edge. “Jenna!”

A flashlight emerged in the gloom to their right. Eduard pulled on Sylvia’s arm. “Look! Someone’s coming!” He struggled to his hands and knees in the gale-force winds. “Over here!” he wailed.

The light swung back and forth, illuminating the swirling dust and leaves, branches, trash, and tumbleweeds thrust forward by the raging wind. A great flash of white light erupted from the parking lot. Sylvia screamed as a shower of sparks rained down on parked cars before the storm swallowed that light as well.

Eduard moved away from Sylvia, trying to draw the attention of the rescue party. Sylvia squinted into the wind and dust and could just make out three or four figures behind the man with the light. At least two wore frilly bridesmaids’ dresses.

“You coming?” Eduard called over his shoulder to Sylvia.

She ignored him. "Jenna?" she whispered. A gust of wind curled the dust into a vortex below the cliff face and for a split second, she could see a hundred feet down to a rocky ledge.

"I see her!” Sylvia blurted. “She’s...she’s not moving!” Sylvia shrieked. “Do something!” she yelled at him. “Jenna!” Sylvia hollered in a hoarse voice. 

Sylvia’s vision blurred with tears and grit. Jenna lay below her like a discarded doll, her body broken and twisted into a grotesque position, partially covered with red dust. Sylvia clawed at the shifting, dust-covered ground and screamed at the hidden sky, unable to control her grief.

“Jennaaa!”

The man with the light emerged from the maelstrom next to Eduard. “Eddie—there you are! I found the bridesmaids—we’re heading for the parking lot. You seen Henry?”

“No,” Eduard replied behind Sylvia, yelling into the storm. “He wasn’t with me! I found the photographer—her assistant—”

“Her name is Jenna,” Sylvia snarled, her voice all but swallowed by the wind and dust. “And she needs our help!”

“Lady, we can’t help anyone down there!” the groomsman with the flashlight said. “We have to get to the parking lot! Come on.” He raised his tux jacket up to cover his face and turned toward the parking lot.

The bridesmaids huddled together like baby ducklings moved to follow him, but a particularly strong gust of wind snagged the dress of the woman in front. With a choked scream, she staggered back into the group, and they all tumbled backward, pushed by the relentless wind and dust.

Eduard and the groomsman with the light tried to help, but it happened too quickly. The beautiful, artistic gowns the women wore acted like sails and propelled them over the edge, pulling each other along. Their screams would haunt Sylvia to her dying day.

It was over in less than a few heartbeats. The dresses took flight like great flapping birds, screaming and clawing at each other as gravity pulled them into its embrace at the bottom of the canyon in a tangle of arms and legs and dust.

Sylvia ignored the anguished cries of Eduard and the man with the light. Most of the bridal party was gone—a part of her brain recognized that—but so was Jenna, and her tortured mind couldn’t cope any longer. There was too much sudden grief, too much wind, too much...dust.

At some point, Eduard left her there on the edge. Whether he fell over like the others, or ran for his life, Sylvia didn’t know and didn’t care. The storm enveloped her and swallowed her tears as fast as she could cry. The dust and sand, somehow comforting as it snaked over her limbs and crawled into her clothes and nose and mouth, offered her absolution, silence, and peace.

She couldn’t move from the edge—she couldn’t just leave Jenna and the others. She curled up against the unrelenting wind and lay down, crying as the dust caressed her and hissed over her hips. 

As Sylvia lay half buried in the dust, the storm surged forward, gathering momentum and energy. Spreading as it moved south, the vast maelstrom crackled with blue lightning, illuminated from within by exploding transformers and howling with convoluted winds and the screams of its victims.

Mile by mile, the desert gave up its dry soil and added fuel to the insatiable monster. Even the stunted, twisted Joshua trees shivered at its approach. Few survived in the harsh climate long enough to remember the last time such monsters roamed the land.

The storm, dwarfing even the biggest of maelstroms in recent memory, had taken on a life of its own—its raging winds approached hurricane strength and syphoned energy from both the air and the soil. The winds that propelled the dust fed on each other and kicked up more dust, fueling the engine of destruction as it swallowed first the Grand Canyon, then set its sights on Flagstaff.

In her pocket, Sylvia’s phone shrieked a useless, warbling warning—someone, somewhere, had activated the Emergency Alert System. Sylvia closed her gritty eyes and coughed. Too late—they were too late for Jenna, the bridal party, and everyone else. 

“Too late...” she wheezed as her tortured lungs struggled and fluttered in her chest.
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Chapter 2
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Remote Observation Station

National Weather Service Sedona

3 miles east of Sedona, Arizona

––––––––
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Derek Stagg shouldered his gear bag and glanced at the young man next to him. The bright sun in the early afternoon sky made him squint. “Seriously?”

The college intern wearing a University of Arizona sweatshirt shrugged. He wiped at his brow and pointed again at the long, winding path before them. It rose up the side of a rocky outcrop that sheltered the National Weather Service station. “I don’t design these things, man. I’m just here for the credits. My boss said the faulty relay tower is up there—can’t miss it.”

Derek looked back up the gravel path that curved back on itself as it wrapped up the side of the cliff face that kept NWS Sedona in shade. “Nobody said anything about a rock-climbing adventure when they put in the call for servicing.”

“I don’t know what to tell you, man...” the intern said with a shrug. “You good?” He pulled at the sweatshirt. “They keep it cold inside for the equipment, so the sweatshirt helps...but it’s freakin’ hot out here.”

Derek looked at the intern again. Sunburned skin gave him away. “You’re not from around here, are you?”

The kid grinned. “Illinois. You?”

“Colorado, originally,” Derek said, glancing up the path again. He adjusted the pack of tools and analysis gadgets on his back. “Grew up in Boulder, but I’ve been living in Santa Fe for about twenty years, now.”

“How long does it take to get used to the heat?”

Derek snorted. “This isn’t heat, brother.” He started walking along the gravel path and left the intern standing in the sun. “We’re up in the mountains. You want heat? Check out Tucson,” he called over his shoulder.

"Yeah, well, I’m not going anywhere for a while,” the kid called out as Derek approached the edge of the path.

He stopped and turned, his boots crunching on the gravel. "Why is that?"

The kid shrugged again. "Because of Tomas."

Derek arched an eyebrow. "The hurricane? You realize we’re in Arizona, right? We don't exactly get hurricanes..."

The intern shrugged again. "Hey, man, all I know is what they tell me.” He hooked a thumb over one shoulder. “Everybody inside’s real excited about this thing."

Derek shook his head. In college he'd majored in meteorology, and if he’d continued on his path, he might very well have been one of those "guys inside,” excited about the dying Pacific hurricane. Derek knew—as an employee of the National Weather Service, it was almost a prerequisite that he have at least a passing interest in the weather—that the once mighty Pacific hurricane which had slammed into Baja, California, was on its last legs as it continued its death spiral across the high deserts of Mexico and Arizona. The forecasted path took the remnants of the storm somewhere over the Phoenix-Flagstaff area of central Arizona before it dissipated to the point of being no more than a strong cold front.

He hadn’t stayed with meteorology, though, and had switched majors to engineering. As a senior field technician, it was Derek's job to supervise the installation and repair of multi-million-dollar sensor packages deployed by the NWS in remote locations throughout the southwestern United States. He glanced up the brush-speckled cliff. Many of the weather stations he was in charge of were perched precariously on top of mountains to gather critical meteorological data. 

It wouldn’t fix itself with him staring up the hill, though.

Derek waved once more to the kid, whose final comment was lost in a gust of wind, then turned and continued up the gravel path, his boots crunching with every step. He popped in his wireless earbuds as he walked and pulled up his favorite hiking music on his phone. 

His supervisor, Kevin, had called him to NWS Sedona to fix the faulty relay on short notice, so Derek knew the task was important. Kevin—an avid outdoorsman like Derek and a rock climber—knew exactly how important Derek's outdoor time was and wouldn't call him on vacation for a trivial matter. 

Derek adjusted the volume on his phone and squinted up at the sun as he walked. But Kevin also wouldn't tell Derek any details other than exactly what needed to be fixed and where it was. That, in and of itself, was a bit of a mystery that Derek intended to unravel when he got back to Santa Fe. He shoved the thought away as he leaned into the hike, and adjusted the heavy pack on his shoulders again.

As an experienced hiker and lover of the outdoors, the climb itself was not challenging—however, Derek carried 50 pounds of electronics, tools, and spare parts on his back. Within minutes, a thin sheen of sweat broke out across his forehead. He grinned, though, and relished the workout. Still, he paused about halfway up the side of the rocky outcrop to catch his breath and admire the view over Sedona.

If nothing else, the National Weather Service had picked a spectacular point to build their station. He grinned as he opened his metal water bottle and took a long swig of ice-cold water. He’d always loved the red hue to the rocks around Sedona. He shook his head, stowed his water bottle, and reluctantly turned away from the vista to continue up the path. Standing around while clouds gathered on the northern horizon wasn't going to do anyone any good.

Clouds on the horizon were not necessarily a bad thing, as they weren't unheard of in Arizona, where the skies were sunny more than anything. But the kid had warned him about the incoming storm, and the fact that his boss had sent him out on an emergency repair just before the storm hit added to the slightly accelerated alert level in the back of Derek's mind. It was time to move. The last place he wanted to be with a windstorm coming on was perched precariously at the top of the instrument staff leaning out over a mountaintop.

He grunted as he grabbed a stunted Joshua tree and pulled himself up over a red sandstone boulder that had recently fallen down across the path. It took Derek another 20 minutes of increasingly hard climbing to reach the summit. He stood for a moment in the pristine air and listened to the wind whistle across the exposed rocks at the top of the rocky prominence. 

Derek took more water to slake his thirst and wiped his face again, then removed his climbing gloves and stowed them in his pack. He ambled across the clearing toward the instrument package perched on a concrete slab at the very edge of the rock formation. He glanced up and shaded his eyes as he looked at the instrument mast and watched the anemometer spin. The little cups whipped around at a pretty good clip, measuring the stiff breeze he encountered at the top of the outcrop. The weathervane, perched at the very top of the instrument stack, drifted lazily left and right, indicating a steady Southwest wind. At least the moving parts appeared to be functional.

"Now...where are you...?" he muttered to the silent, dust-pitted metal apparatus as he searched for the recalcitrant relay junction box. He worked around the entire base and pulled a penlight from his shoulder strap to shine into the interior of the mass of cables and wires and metal tubing at the center of the stack. On some of the sensor stations that he'd worked on, industrious technicians who'd visited them before him had relocated the relay junctions to a more technician-friendly ground level. Derek grimaced as he realized he wasn’t so lucky. He clicked off the light and looked up as he removed the heavy pack from his shoulders and lowered it to the ground. "Well...looks like I get to go for a climb today."

Standard operating procedures required him to carry a rappelling rig, rope, and safety equipment on visits to remote sub-stations such as NWS Sedona. A service ladder extended up the side of the equipment mast, encased by a series of metal hoops to prevent the technician from falling off, but he could see from his position on the ground that the relay box was nowhere near the upper limit of the service ladder—which reached some 12 feet up. 

Derek sighed. He'd have to climb out onto the foot posts that ran the rest of the way up to the top of the mast to reach the junction box, perhaps another 10 feet higher. For most technicians, that kind of climbing expectation would've been a nonstarter. But Derek was one of the handful of experienced techs that not only didn't mind the heights, but as a thrill seeker, sought them out. He and his boss regularly went rock climbing together, so shimmying up a twenty-foot metal pole on top of a cliff didn't bother Derek in the slightest.

That didn't mean he was stupid. One corner of his mouth curled up as he clipped the safety harness around his legs and waist. His wife, Isabel, was famous for her fear of heights. He figured she would have broken out in a cold sweat by now as he pulled the carefully coiled climbing rope from his pack. 

He anchored one end with a heavy-duty carabiner to a deep-set metal hook, embedded in the concrete platform designed to strap down instrument packages in high winds and inclement weather. Nothing Arizona faced really required that kind of lockdown—not like the weather stations posted on top of real mountains further north in the Rockies—but it would suit his purposes just fine. Derek took a moment to make sure all of his climbing gear was attached properly, then secured his tools to the hanging clips that studded his utility belt. They hung by short straps from his belt so nothing would encumber his arms and legs as he clambered up the mast.

Last to go into place was his diagnostic tablet that would connect directly to the weather station once he reached the relay junction box. He stowed it in a special pouch attached to his chest harness. Finally, he looped the heavy climbing rope over one shoulder to make sure it didn’t get tangled on his ascent. He’d attach another carabiner at the top before he began his work, so if he somehow lost his grip and fell off the pole, the rope would catch him. 

As an experienced rock climber, Derek also knew how to rig the ropes and make sure his potential fall didn’t end in a hard stop—which could be almost as damaging as impact with the ground. Instead, through a system of pulleys attached to the carabiners, he’d slow to a manageable speed that would—in theory—save his spine from being broken. He had tested the system out years ago, and perfected its use since, but prided himself on the fact that not once had he ever lost control and fallen off of an instrument mast in his 12 years with the National Weather Service.

Rock climbing with Ken, his boss, was a different matter. They’d both lost their grip and fallen before, saved only by their safety harnesses and gear. But as Ken said, that was kind of the point of climbing. You were going to fall at some point, so the quicker you admitted that fact, the quicker you could get over the fear and get on with the fun part of climbing straight up a sheer cliff.

Derek smiled. He could hear Isabel's voice as he paused to look out across the majestic view of Sedona. "Crazy. My husband is crazy."

He pulled out his phone from the cargo pocket on his pants and snapped a panoramic picture for her. Sedona was Isabel's favorite city, and where they'd spent many date nights before they were married. It'd been a while though, since they’d visited, and Derek promised himself to bring his wife back soon. 

Far down the side of the hills that encircled Sedona like a protective arm around a lover’s waist, sunlight glinted off the windows of the Chapel of the Holy Cross. The little art déco church was nestled under a small cliff on the north side of the town and had been the site of Derek and Isabel's first date. Taking a girl to a chapel was hardly the epitome of making a good first impression, but they had gone up the Little Horse Trail and had a picnic lunch on an absolutely glorious spring morning. The scenic view of Sedona at the time had impressed Isabel, but the view Derek enjoyed from the top of the instrument mast a couple hundred feet higher up? Words couldn't do it justice in his mind.

He put the phone away, adjusted his water bottle in its holster, and stepped inside the metal hoops attached to the service ladder. His boots made a hollow thunk on the utilitarian metal rungs of the ladder as he climbed. The thick electrician’s gloves he wore protected his hands from the scorching hot exposed metal. 

Once he emerged out onto the small service platform at the top of the ladder, Derek took a moment to attach the belt that went around the instrument mast and connected to his climbing rig. As long as he maintained contact with the foot posts on the pole, he could work hands-free simply by leaning back, keeping the belt taut. It was the same rig an arborist might use to shimmy up the side of a tall tree for pruning. 

He squinted up at the mast as it rose up above him. He could only access the next dozen feet via the footrests. Above that, there was nothing but antennas. Luckily he didn't have to service any of those, or they'd have to bring in a helicopter to lower him down by a cable and disconnect the antennas before dropping them to the ground for servicing. Over the course of his career, he’d had to do that unenviable task several times, and despite the fact that he seemed immune to the fear of dizzying heights, dangling from a wire at the bottom of a helicopter was not one of his favorite things.

Derek grunted. "There you are," he said to the half-hidden relay box. It wasn't that high up, maybe a couple feet beyond his reach, so he'd only have to go up two, maybe three footrests. He attached the first of his safety lines to the pole, stretched the rope through the carabiner, then climbed up to get into position. 

He leaned back and fought the instinctual urge to stay as close to the pole as possible. As the body belt tightened around the pole, the pressure mounted on his back and kept his body stable and rigid. With his hands free, Derek attached the last of the safety carabiners to the mast, ran the loop through and connected it to his harness. He tossed the rest of the rope over his shoulder to the ground, some 25 feet below. The coil hit the dusty concrete pad and sent up a ring of reddish haze. 

That wasn't surprising, but what did surprise him was how fast the haze dissipated. He glanced over at the anemometer, which now stood out from the pole to his left about at arm’s reach. He could hear the gears whirring as the thin metal cups spun faster and faster. No longer shifting in a lazy pattern, the weathervane atop the mast snapped into position a little faster, each time making a little metallic clink.

Derek shaded his eyes and glanced north. The wind had picked up. “Okay, maybe the kid’s on to something with the storm,” he muttered. The clouds that had been on the horizon as he hiked up the side of the outcropping, now appeared closer and more ominous. If he’d still been living in his native Colorado, Derek would assume that there'd be rain—or snow—on the way. But he worked for the National Weather Service. He knew Hurricane Tomas had already spent itself of rain. The clouds, ominous as they looked, were impotent. Derek narrowed his eyes at the storm. Even with all his safety gear, it was still possible for a strong wind to rip him off the mast. 

Derek didn't like the way the dark clouds had grown closer in the time it had taken him to reach the top of the instrument mast. Dangling by the safety line was not something he wanted to experience, so he got to work.

After a few minutes, he was able to remove the dust cover from the junction box and start testing wires. He saw immediately that several power transmission wires from the antenna relay box had shorted. Never a good sign. "Who wired this thing? It's all backward!" Cursing the technician who'd originally installed the relay, he ignored the gusty breeze and lowering clouds on the not-quite-so distant horizon and set to repairing the relay.

So focused on his work, Derek almost didn't feel the gentle buzz from his pocket where his phone tried to get his attention. The timing couldn’t have been worse. He glanced around for a spot to put his fully heated portable soldering iron and wedged it between the relay box lid and its frame. The safety cord connected to the iron tangled on his arm and he growled in frustration.  Derek clenched the damaged wire in his teeth and freed his left hand to fumble in his pocket for the offending cell phone.

He muttered something obscene under his breath. Flashing on the screen was a National Weather Service dust storm warning. He thumbed through the details, confirming that it was for his location, then glanced up at the horizon and grimaced at what he saw. Not only had the clouds come closer, but they had taken on a distinctly reddish hue. The telltale sign of a nascent haboob.

"You gotta be kidding me," he said around the wire in his mouth. He glanced back down at his phone. The warning suggested he had a little less than an hour to find shelter. Tropical storm force winds had moved through the Phoenix area earlier that morning and had wrapped around the state and caused problems up near the Grand Canyon. It was only a matter of time before the winds rotated around the center of circulation, somewhere northeast of Phoenix, and brought the dust storm straight down Sedona's throat.

No wonder everybody around here is jittery.

He thumbed the phone off, dropped it back into his pocket, then dove into his work, keeping one eye on the horizon and the other on the damaged wires. The soldering iron cord kept getting tangled, so he unclipped it for a moment to adjust the tension, and went back to the task at hand. Working as fast as his gloved hands could move, he did a rough patch on the relay wires. A gust of wind slammed into the instrument mast, forcing him to drop his soldering iron in order to hold on. Derek held on tight to the vibrating tower until the gust slacked off, and the metal structure relaxed.

Derek glanced over his shoulder expecting to see the soldering iron hanging from its safety line, only to find empty air. He’d forgotten to reclip the line to his belt. His gaze shifted to the ground, where his soldering iron lay in pieces on the hard concrete slab. 

Derek grimaced. "Figures." 

He pulled out the diagnostic tablet, plugged into the relay junction, and confirmed that his ugly patch held. The relay received power, and the antennas above were all functioning properly. He hated the idea of leaving such a shoddy patch in place, but he didn't have time to do it properly—something that might take him another hour at least. There was nothing for it, but to close up, get down to the ground, and hightail it to the valley floor. He had to get inside the NWS outpost. He’d simply have to wait out the storm, come back, and redo all his work—properly.

Derek frowned as he glanced at the northern sky. It’d been almost 15 minutes since the warning. He was taking too long.

Once all his tools and gear were stowed in pouches, bags, or dangling off his belt, Derek glanced at his watch. Waiting out the storm, then coming back up to finish the job, would kill the rest of the day. Depending on how long the storm lasted, he might end up spending the night at NWS Sedona.

Sighing at the thought of a government surplus cot for a bed, Derek began the laborious process of descending the instrument mast to the access ladder, one footstep at a time.

He had just reached the ladder and unhooked his body belt when suddenly the light dimmed. His heart beat faster, Derek looked up away from his task and saw not a cloud overhead, but something that looked like a red fog roll through the canyon. It puffed forward on the wind out of the north and right up the side of his rocky outcrop. He'd never seen a dust storm develop so fast.

At the same time, his phone buzzed. He didn't have to look—the dust storm watch had been upgraded to a dust storm warning—and he knew the alert would tell him to seek shelter immediately.

"Too late for that, guys," he said as the instrument mast shook wildly in another howling gust of wind. This time, the air itself peppered his face and blistered his exposed skin. Wincing under the needlelike sting of uncountable flecks of sand propelled by the 50 mile an hour wind, Derek shut his eyes and tucked his chin into his chest. Out of habit, he still wore his safety goggles, but they were designed for electrical work, not to seal his face against a dust storm.

He had no choice but to get inside the loop of the access ladder and get to the ground as fast as possible. He'd been in dust storms many times before and knew what to expect, but it was never a good idea to be high up in the air. His first priority was reaching the ground.

However, when a hurricane force gust of wind ripped him free of the instrument mast, Derek realized he would be finding his way to the ground a lot faster than he'd expected.
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Chapter 3
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Valley Village Retirement Community

Santa Fe, New Mexico

––––––––
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Rebecca Stagg grunted as she lifted a box marked “Mementos.” "Geez, grandma, what do you have in here—a dead body?"

Her older brother Riley brushed past her, carrying a box twice as big as hers, labeled “Books”. The muscles in his arms strained, and the cords on his neck stood taut, but he grinned as he walked by. 

"Suck it up, buttercup," he quipped. "This is nothing compared to football practice."

“This is nothing compared to football practice,” Becca mimed in a mocking voice.

"We sure do appreciate you youngsters helping us out," Milton Fillmore Stagg, their paternal grandfather, interrupted with a genial smile on his face. The old man leaned against a doorframe in his new home, one hand on his ever-present cane, the other hooked around the suspenders that held up his pants.

"Oh, it's no problem, grandpa," Riley said as he carried the books into the small bedroom. "Where exactly do you want me to put these?"

"Oh, anywhere over there," the old man said with a casual wave of his cane toward the far corner. "Like as not, we won't be opening these up anytime soon. We just want to get settled first."

"Oh no, there’ll be none of that," Gladys, his wife, said as she walked into the room, wiping her hands with a rag. "The last three houses we lived in were stacked floor to ceiling with boxes that went years before we opened them. I will not have that happen this time, is that understood?"

“Yes, dear," Milton said with a sigh. When she stuck out her tongue and left, he turned to his grandkids. "You hear that? Be sure not to stack ‘em too high now, I don't need to fall down and break a hip trying to get into some of these boxes of stuff that we’ll never use again."

"I heard that!" Gladys called from down the hallway toward the kitchen.

"I gotta admit," Riley said as he placed his hands on his hips to catch his breath, "this place may be a lot smaller than the ranch, but...I kinda like it."

Becca dropped her box on top of Riley's with a sigh of relief. "Yeah, there’s tons of things to do. Have you seen the list of clubs you could join? I want to live here!”

Riley and Milton stared at her. Her cheeks flushed. "I mean...if I was over 55...” She glanced at the wall. “It’s really clean.”

Riley coughed.

Becca flushed deeper. “Not that your house wasn't clean, grandpa, I just mean—look, the wall’s really white, okay?"

Milton held her gaze for another awkward moment, then laughed. "Well, it ought to be—it’s as near brand-new as we can get. They're selling houses faster than hotcakes here. Must be a lot of old folks wanting to soak up the sun."

"You're telling me,” Riley agreed. “Have you seen all those New York license plates out there? I bet half the people in this place are from the east coast.”

Milton shrugged one shriveled shoulder. "Well...that's to be expected, I suppose. Big fancy gated community like this set up out here in sunny Santa Fe. No snow for any of them Yankees to worry about, that's for sure. Who wouldn't want to come out here?"

"There are an awful lot of things to do," Becca said. "It's a shame they're all limited to old people."

Riley elbowed his sister. "You mean seniors."

Milton laughed again. “Well, I'm still living, so you can call me grandpa. But I take your point. Looking forward to seeing what the model shipbuilding group is all about, actually."

"I didn't know you built model ships," Riley said as he peered out the window. The sun-blasted, rocky landscape outside the window was a carbon copy of the view outside every one of the cookie-cutter houses in the Village City senior living community. All the houses were painted white, all of them were a single story ranch-style—no need for residents to worry about stairs or falling—and they all had the same yard. 

Riley frowned. If you could call it that. There wasn’t a sprig of green out there except for the ornamental cactus plants. The rest of the yard was covered in white rocks. It made for an austere, sterile environment that completely matched the plain, contractor-white interiors of the house. Even the carpets were white.

"Your grandmother and I just want to get settled first before we go tackling all the community activities and painting walls and such," he said with a wave of his wrist. "Although she’d probably rather paint first and play later...”

"Well, I'm sure Riley would be more than happy to help you paint whenever you need it," Becca offered with a wink toward her grandfather.

Riley turned from the window. “What? Wait, I—what?"

"I believe your sister just volunteered you to help paint the house when we decide we're sick of all the white walls," Milton said.

“Well...I mean, sure, as long as you want to do it before August. I'm moving to campus in about three weeks."

Milton smiled wistfully. “Hard to believe the little boy that used to play horsey on my knee is heading off to college."

"Yeah, it's gonna be awesome. Mom said I could have his room as my office!"

Riley turned and glared at his sister. “No, she didn't! She said you can use my desk!"

"What do you need his desk for, Rebecca?" Milton asked with narrowed eyes.

Becca stood a little straighter. "Well, for my reporting. I'm gonna need a place for my computer, my notes, all my files...I need a space to write my drafts...”

“She got an internship at the local paper,” Riley said by way of explanation.

"I think it's a fine profession. We need more ethical young people in journalism these days. Too much of what you see on TV is all about sensationalism and ratings rather than the news," Milton grumbled.

Riley gave his sister a now look what you started look. Before the old man could launch into a diatribe on politics and the laziness of the current generation in power, their grandmother called from the other room.

"Riley? Milton? Didn't you say you wanted to make another run out to the ranch?”

Riley glanced at his grandfather. The old man shrugged. “Yeah," he called back. "We did, grandma. Why? You need us to pick up something on the way?”

"No, not in particular. But I see here on the news there's a dust storm brewing. You might want to get going sooner rather than later."

Riley followed his grandfather down the hall into the living room, filled with an assortment of half-opened boxes and curtains draped across a plastic-wrapped couch.

The first thing Gladys and Milton had done after they’d taken possession of the new house and the movers had dropped off all the big furniture was to set up the Internet and TV. A modest size flat screen hung on the wall with the local news announcement playing across the screen. 

“...in Flagstaff report two people have died as a result of the storm at the Grand Canyon. Details are still scarce, but it appears the storm, fueled by the high winds left over from Hurricane Tomas, is causing visibility issues on the highways between Flagstaff and Phoenix. As the weather system moves east of Phoenix, we can expect strong gusty winds wrapping around the Metroplex from the north, bringing a considerable amount of dust from the northern part of the state.” The grim-faced reporter looked at his notes. “The National Weather Service has issued a dust storm warning for the Phoenix Metroplex, and warnings have been issued for the localities north toward Flagstaff. A small craft advisory has also been issued...”

Gladys turned from the TV and looked at her husband. "I'd feel better if you two went to the ranch and grabbed whatever you wanted and got back before this mess lands in our lap."

“Ah, it's just a little dust storm, grandma."

"Riley Stagg, two people have died because of this little dust storm...”

“Grandma, we’re in New Mexico—“

“Now, he didn't mean anything by it, Gladys," Milton said with a calming hand on his wife's arm. "But if it makes you feel better, we’ll get going right now. You ready, boy?"

"Yes sir," Riley said with a sharp nod. He pulled the keys to his father's pickup truck out of his pocket. "Gassed up and ready to go."

“Can I go, too?" Becca asked as she joined them from the back room.

"Not this time, short round," Milton said with a gentle smile. "What I have in mind to bring back is mostly heavy stuff. It'll go faster with just your brother. I tell you what though, would you mind staying here and keeping watch over your grandmother? You know how she doesn't like dust storms.”

Surprisingly, Gladys Stagg remained quiet. Riley glanced from his grandmother's worried face to his sister. He nodded.

"Okay," Becca said, her voice relaying her disappointment, though she gave her grandmother a smile. "I can help you unpack."

"That would be delightful, honey. Maybe if we can get the kitchen unpacked, I might could whip up some cookies...”

"Awesome!" Becca said with a smile as she pushed her glasses up her nose and followed her grandmother into the kitchen.

"Come on, boy," Milton muttered as he nudged Riley toward the door, "before she finds something else for us to do."

The old man was silent almost all the way out to the ranch. Riley was okay with that. It gave him time to think. He'd been trying to come up with an argument to convince Cheryl—his girlfriend through all four years of high school—that there was no need for them to break up before they went their separate ways at college. Plenty of people had successful long-distance relationships. But the last time he'd seen her, the hurt in her eyes had kept him from arguing too much. She’d insisted it would be easier on them both if they just did a clean break. That was Cheryl, always the practical one.

Going off to college was going to be hard enough—he enjoyed living with his parents and even grudgingly admitted liking his little sister. But the thought of not having Cheryl to talk with as they shared new experiences, even if they were at separate schools, left him feeling sad, empty, and alone. That was why he’d volunteered so readily to help his grandparents move.

His eyes wandered across the dirt road leading to the homestead his grandparents had occupied for the past 30 years to the western horizon, where a smudge indicated the incoming storm system. It was hard for Riley to think about a lethal dust storm at the Grand Canyon when the skies of New Mexico were so blue and the wind so calm. But he'd seen the look on his grandmother's face—she wanted nothing to do with dust storms and never had.

Well, if it took a dust storm to clear his mind of Cheryl, Riley Stagg welcomed it with open arms.
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Chapter 4


[image: image]


Southwest Climate Summit

Manhattan, Kansas

––––––––
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Isabel Stagg fidgeted in her seat. The darkened auditorium was full of scientists, researchers, and representatives from the American agricultural industry. A handful of reporters sat up front, scribbling notes or typing on computers. The decade-old Southwest climate summit wasn't exactly front-page news, but the influential people in the room would be responsible for drafting policies and legislation that would affect the country—and the world—for years to come. 

Isabel frowned. The global push for responsible policies with regard to climate change had been building for years, and their best chance to turn the tide was being squandered before her eyes.

If the dry fields and new aquifer wells that she had seen on the flight into Kansas were any indication, the policies of the past would have to change sooner rather than later. That thought made her shift in Isabel her seat again. 

It took all her willpower not to stand up and shout down the slick presenter from IndAg who assured the politicians present that the agriculture industry was doing a fine job regulating farmers with respect to conservation of the Ogallala Aquifer. Without pausing to allow questions, the representative of America's largest agricultural conglomerate zipped through slide after slide of charts and figures depicting the amount of water siphoned from the aquifer and spread over failing crops in the Great Plains. 

Even Isabel had to admit the man's charts and graphs were impressive. To the uneducated, they were likely persuasive. If she didn't know better—and as a researcher assigned to the University of Arizona soil sciences department, she most emphatically did know better—even she would be tempted to believe the slick sales pitch. 

Isabel looked around in disbelief at the number of heads that nodded in the darkened room. Every face in the audience turned toward the man on stage, lit by spotlights.

"You can't keep taking water from a system that takes thousands of years to refill..." she grumbled under her breath.

In front of her, another member of the audience turned and glared at her.

"Sorry," she whispered.

A few moments later, she muttered to herself again, refuting another egregious claim from the ag industry that their policing did an adequate job protecting the aquifer for future generations. The speaker pulled up a chart with the latest numbers on the amount of water extracted and actions taken by specific farmers to influence their brethren and avoid involving regulatory authorities.

He aimed a laser pointer at the big screen behind him. "As you can see...it's working. The system we established five years ago has matured. Farming co-ops now regularly apply enough pressure upon their peers to maintain equitable and more importantly, sustainable levels of water extraction."

As he rambled on about an example from Northwestern Kansas involving a collection of four farmers that had banded together against another who abjectly refused to abide by arbitrary rules enforced at the behest of the agricultural company, Isabel ground her teeth. The people in the upper Midwest could lay claim to rich and once fertile soil. They could grow anything, given enough water. 

Yet farmers in Arizona struggled as the desert state grew ever drier thanks to shifting weather patterns—in part caused by climate change. Arizona was not home to a massive underground aquifer like Kansas, Colorado, and parts of New Mexico, Oklahoma, and Texas.

"And you’re just wasting it..." she muttered.

"Do you mind?" someone hissed to her right.

Isabel scrunched her shoulders and sat back in her seat. She crossed her arms and hugged herself to avoid making more comments. It was maddening. The simple solution was right there in front of everyone, but pure greed prevented them from seeing it. 

The only option that would not only preserve the aquifer for future generations and for the ecology of the Great Plains itself, was to reduce—or even better—eliminate the draining of the aquifer for agricultural purposes. It was bad enough that municipalities were syphoning water for citizens to drink, on top of throwing millions of gallons of water on dry croplands that admittedly produced bountiful harvests, but at a terrible hydrological price.

She looked at her lap, at the paper she'd written specifically for the conference on the historical lessons of the extreme drought in the Dust Bowl era of the 1930s. She’d referenced articles and scientific studies of recent, disturbing trends in the American plains that gave scientists like her pause. Conditions were quickly shaping up to mirror what the country faced in the early 1930s, thanks to industrialized farming and a changing environment. She looked back up at the stage. 

As the IndAg rep continued to extol the virtues of self-policing, she didn't see the charts behind him. She only saw the reports of ag-extension researchers who’d discovered that the soil is indeed growing drier and drier. The entire plains region of the United States saw less rainfall than normal, more agricultural use than normal, more draining of the aquifer because of less rainfall, and a hotter, drier climate.

And the message she’d painstakingly written over the past year in preparation for the conference, which now sat uselessly in her lap—undistributed thanks to the influence of representatives from the industry like the man on stage—was that people needed to prepare. Hard times were coming—not unlike the 1930s. And those times were coming faster than anyone expected.

"I take it you don't agree with his analysis?" someone whispered into her left ear. Isabel froze, embarrassed that she'd garnered attention again from people around her. She glanced over her shoulder and saw a woman smile at her. "I think he’s full of—” the woman began.

"I can't hear," someone whispered in the darkness.

"We'll talk later," the woman behind Isabel whispered and gave her shoulder a gentle squeeze.

For the rest of the IndAg man's interminably long speech, Isabel stewed over who the stranger was behind her, and what they could have to talk about. Isabel was a researcher at the University of Arizona, not a politician, or industry insider. She was a nobody. The only way she knew to influence others was through scientific research and the paper she’d brought to distribute. 

Finding out that for the first time in recent memory the summit would not allow distribution of papers from outside the presenters was a crushing blow. She narrowed her eyes as the man on stage wrapped up his speech and applause broke out. He raised one hand in triumph, and the slogan Growing Together for a Better Tomorrow appeared on the multiple floor-to-ceiling screens behind him, complete with prominent industry logos.

Isabel looked on in horror. They couldn't see—none of them could see. They all wanted to turn a blind eye toward worsening conditions and pay homage to the almighty dollar. She shook her head as she stood and gathered her things. She refused to clap for the swill she'd been listening to for the past hour. The only thing Isabel wanted to do was escape the auditorium, run away from the close press of Luddites, and take a break outside before the next session. As she waited to exit her row, Isabel idly wondered about the point of her attendance, for a moment considered slipping away in the crowd to her hotel room. She sighed. If her boss found out, he'd raise a stink—as was his wont—and exact revenge for embarrassing him.

Again.

Isabel looked around for Roger Brown, the head of the soil sciences department. There he was—up near the stage, of course—hobnobbing with reporters and the gracious IndAg executive who'd come down from the dais to mingle among the unwashed masses. Roger wasn’t a scientist; he was a political appointee who'd pulled some strings and called in favors to get his post at the university. He never once stood in the way of real research but had also never supported controversial researchers like Isabel. 

The University wanted someone to make sure their department toed the line in an age of new and ever pervasive government oversight of higher education, and that's exactly what Roger offered them. He’d been in his position almost 10 years, and they had been 10 smooth years for the school.

Unfortunately for Isabel, she didn't care how many feelings she hurt as she dug through the layers of truth. She was a researcher, and that's what she intended to do. If the research uncovered uncomfortable truths, so be it. Better that than live in ignorance and bring about catastrophe.

Isabel adjusted her satchel over one shoulder. She couldn't get out of the auditorium fast enough.

Once outside, she closed her eyes, tilted her face up toward the warm summer sun and took a deep, cleansing breath. Behind her, the conference attendees milled about before the next presenter, and dozens of them spilled out onto the terrace with her.

Isabel stepped aside and warily watched the movers and shakers of the ag industry as they discussed the presentation and congratulated themselves on supporting such a fine initiative. Dozens of bottles of water were tilted to lips and Isabel wondered how much of that water had come from the Ogallala Aquifer, depleted without a care for decades.

"Penny for your thoughts?" a woman said next to her. Isabel suppressed a squeak of surprise and cleared her throat. 

"Pardon?" she asked, turning to look at the sharply dressed woman.

"Sorry,” the woman smiled. She extended her hand. “I’m Kathy Powell. From inside?"

Isabel smiled as she shook hands. "Oh...right. You wanted to ‘talk later.’"

Kathy nodded as she watched the attendees. "Is now later enough?"

Isabel crossed her arms and shrugged. "Suits me. I'm Isabel."

Kathy smiled. "I know—Isabel Stagg, University of Arizona. You’re a researcher with the soil sciences department, right?"

Isabel blinked. “Yes," she said slowly. “I’m sorry, can I ask how you know—?”

"I work for the governor,” Kathy said, as if that were explanation enough. When Isabel appeared unimpressed, she continued. “I'm with the Division of Emergency Management. And judging by the look on your face, you're wondering why someone from emergency management is coming to talk to you at a climate change conference."

"Well, technically it's a soil sciences conference that happens to be...” Isabel sighed as she watched the latest presenter, surrounded by reporters. “Whatever. Yes, actually I am wondering," Isabel said with a smile.

Kathy nodded. "Governor Salinas is acutely aware of the impact climate change is having on Arizona. Probably more so than most other states, since he's tasked the Division with drafting guidelines for how to handle environmental emergencies..."

"That is pretty unusual," Isabel agreed. "Other than Florida—and maybe Texas or Louisiana—I'm not aware of many states that are doing anything different with respect to climate change and emergency management."

It was Kathy's turn to shrug. She people-watched a moment, then turned her gaze on a cluster of men and women that shared a boisterous laugh in the distance. "It's not exactly the most exciting thing for the press to latch onto,” she said with disgust. “They want to hear about the wildfires, hurricanes, and flooding. Studies and paperwork are pretty dull."

Isabel snorted as she watched the conference attendees. "I've heard that before..." She turned and faced Kathy. "So what can I do for you?"

"I’ve read your paper, Isabel and I'm impressed. The governor’s impressed, too. Nobody else here seems to be thinking about the consequences of IndAg’s high-tech water management systems. Oh, everybody's excited about them," Kathy said quickly, with a grimace, "but nobody's talking about what if the new technology doesn't work...or what if something happens? You know, what if it gets hacked?"

"That's not exactly their job," Isabel said as she waved her hand at the crowd. "These people are here to make money, represent investors, and...I guess, feed the world. So they say."

Kathy grunted. "Well, worrying about ‘what if’ is my job.”

Isabel stared at Kathy for a moment. "I'm sorry, what is it that I can help you with again?"

Kathy smiled. "Emergency management is kind of a passion of mine. Call me crazy, but I like being...prepared. I guess that's why they put me in this job."

"Well, I suppose that would be a good qualification," Isabel agreed.

"Look, I'll be frank with you, Isabel. Governor Salinas is a political animal. The only reason he’s attending this conference is to gain sweetheart deals with IndAg. But he wants to be prepared for disasters that might affect the state."

"Such as? Earthquakes? Droughts?" Isabel replied.

"Those are factors he’s tasked me to take into account, yes. Mostly it's the voters, though. He saw what happened to the politicians in California after all those years of wildfires."

Isabel frowned. “It always goes back to politics.”

"Exactly, and Governor Salinas wants to avoid that fate. Quite frankly, I don’t care whether he's trying to prepare for environmental disaster for the right reasons or not. I'm just happy to help keep the citizens of Arizona prepared. And that's where you come in."

Isabel checked her watch. Her fifteen-minute break was almost up. "I'm sorry, I still don't follow you."

Kathy smiled. "I like your work—your paper on the Ogallala Aquifer was right on, if you ask me. We’re draining it too fast, and we’ve had too many years of drought on top of it...which just makes the farmers want more water.” Kathy looked over her shoulder conspiratorially. “Have you looked into sinkholes along the depleted edge of the aquifer?"

Isabel nodded, intrigued. "It's a distinct possibility...” she said cautiously, aware that this was usually where people sprang a gotcha question to make her look foolish. “But we don't have enough data on the depth of the rock or the available water to make a conclusive determination on whether the ground is fragile enough to cause sinkholes of a size that could affect whole cities.” She shrugged. “We just don't know. If it were to happen...if we were to have a major sinkhole along the aquifer...”

“It runs under some pretty big cities out there..." Kathy said, leaving the ominous threat in the air.

“I’ve come to the same conclusion,” Isabel said.

Kathy watched the conference attendees for a long moment. "Even more troubling is your conclusion about the dust situation. Especially given today's events."

Isabel blinked. "I'm sorry, what events? I've been inside all day and had my phone off."

Kathy opened her purse and pulled out her phone. "It's tragic. Happened at the Grand Canyon a little while ago. Here it is," she said before turning the phone around.

Isabel took the phone. “Deaths of two at Grand Canyon blamed on dust storm..." Isabel murmured as she read from the screen. She looked up. "This was today?"

Kathy nodded. "Yep. A few hours ago. Hurricane Tomas...it died somewhere over Baja California, but the residual winds moved into the Phoenix area. I guess there was a cold front coming down out of the Rockies...I don’t know, I'm not a meteorologist—I don't understand the technical details, but...”

Isabel continued to read. "The dust storm started somewhere north of the Grand Canyon and swept south, ran into the wedding party along the rim, then moved on into the Flagstaff area...”

“Right,” Kathy confirmed. “Sedona’s getting it now, but my contacts at the weather service say there's another wave spooling up right behind the first one and it’s even bigger. The circular wind pattern is making a real mess for the FAA."

Isabel handed back Kathy’s phone, then opened her satchel and pulled out her presentation. "How bad are the winds?" she asked as she thumbed through the pages.

"Uh..." Kathy said as she glanced down at her phone. "This says they’re somewhere in the 40 to 50 mile an hour range...they should be weakening, but they're not because the other storm front slammed into what was left of Tomas.” She looked up from her phone. “Why? I think this is showing the system has stalled out somewhere near Phoenix."

Isabel found the page in her presentation that showed a map of the 1930s Dust Bowl superimposed over state boundaries. "Because look, this is the original Dust Bowl." She let Kathy examine the document for a moment, then turned the page. She found another map with the same scale, this time with a larger Dust Bowl area outlined that stretched into Arizona and most of New Mexico, labeled Dust Bowl 2.0. 

She showed Kathy the map. "Current conditions are mimicking the 1930s but on a much grander scale because of modern agricultural practices," Isabel said. Kathy leaned in for a closer look. "What's left of the hurricane is here," Isabel said as she moved her finger toward central Arizona. "The wind field on that thing is pretty big, so they’re likely seeing winds kicking up deep into New Mexico, Utah, and California," she said as she slid her finger east. "I have a feeling we haven't seen the last of the dust storms for the day."

Kathy frowned. "So you’re saying if this system is stalled out, it's just going to keep generating dust storms over Arizona?"

Isabel nodded. "But that's not the worst of it. If other storm fronts are moving south...” She grimaced as she put the presentation back in her satchel. “I need to go figure this out. This could be bad...very bad."

Kathy looked up at her, her face serious. "Define bad," she said slowly.

"We're in the middle of the dry season," Isabel said as she pulled out her phone. "We’ve got an unusual wind pattern, and from the sounds of it, at least one blue norther that's causing havoc with regular wind patterns."

“Blue norther?”

"Sorry, my husband works for the National Weather Service. His slang is my slang now. It means a strong cold front that has a big impact, like sudden temperature drops, violent weather, that sort of thing. This could be the start of a series of dust storms, but the potential for them to be like the massive ones of the 1936 and ‘37 storms is magnified because of the condition of the soil." Isabel shook her head. "I've been talking about this for the past few years but no one has listened. And now two people have died."

"You're saying this could just be the beginning?" Kathy asked. 

"Maybe..." Isabel demurred.  She shook her head. "I just don't know. I need to make some phone calls and find out what my colleagues in New Mexico are seeing..." She looked up from her phone. "Wait, did you say Sedona was getting hit?"

Kathy nodded as she tapped out a text on her own phone. "Yeah...a little worse than what people reported from the Grand Canyon."

"Derek..." Isabel breathed.

"I'm sorry?" Kathy asked that she looked up from her phone.

"My...my husband..." Isabel whispered. Her hands struggled to hold the phone, her knees were suddenly weak. "My husband's in Sedona. He works as a technician for the NWS. He was supposed to be fixing some equipment today."

"I'm sure he'll be okay," Kathy said with a strange smile. "I mean, he works for the National Weather Service, right? They've been watching this thing since the beginning."

Isabel closed her eyes and took a deep, calming breath to center herself. There was nothing she could do to help from a thousand miles away. Calling and texting him while he dealt with the dust storm might only make things worse. 

She knew him, and he knew how much she worried—he would give her a call as soon as things calmed down to let her know he was safe. It was only a dust storm, right? And he wasn’t anywhere near the Grand Canyon. The chances of him falling off the side of a cliff were slim. He worked for the National Weather Service, not the US Geological Survey. He was probably in some computer lab tinkering with a hard drive.

Kathy put her phone to her ear. “Would you mind coming with me? It'll mean skipping the next session..."

"I don't mind...but what for?" Isabel asked as she looked down at her phone again, her vision suddenly blurry. "I need to make some phone calls..."

"I’d like you to brief Governor Salinas on what's going on. You'll be able to explain it better than I will."

As Isabel stared at her phone, it vibrated with a new message alert. Her breath caught in her throat, and her heart threatened to jump out of her rib cage until she saw it was from her daughter. 

Becca: Hi mom—hope ur conference is going well. There's a dust storm out here. No word from dad, Rye + grandpa went back to the ranch for the last load of stuff. Me and grandma are fine. Luv you!

Isabel smiled at how her daughter spelled ‘love.’ For a girl that wanted more than anything to be a hard-hitting investigative journalist, spelling that way wouldn’t win her any awards.

"Isabel? What do you say?" Kathy asked, one hand covering her phone.

Isabel blinked. "Yes. I—uh, yes, of course. I’d be happy to—anything to help."

Kathy winked and then moved her hand. "Yes sir, I've got her right here. We’ll meet you in a couple minutes." She dropped the phone in her purse and turned. "Come on, the Governor’s in the private meeting room they reserved for our staff."

Isabel was reluctant to put her phone back in her satchel, and willed it to vibrate with an incoming message from Derek. When it didn’t, she merely held it tight and followed Kathy back into the conference center. Dan would be upset that she skipped out, but having someone on his staff invited to brief the Governor would make for up her absence.
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Stagg Homestead

Four miles northeast of Santa Fe, New Mexico

––––––––
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"I don't like the look of them clouds," Milton grumbled as rocks and gravel popped and crunched under their tires.

Riley grunted, but didn't reply.

"What's eating at you, boy? You ain’t said hardly a word since we left the house.”

Riley glanced at his grandfather. "Oh, it’s...it’s just...”

His grandfather shifted in his seat and eyed him closely. "Go on, spit it out."

Riley sighed as he weaved the truck around a pothole in the long dirt driveway. “It’s my girlfriend. She told me when we graduated that we should break up."

Milton cleared his throat. "She runnin’ around on you?”

"No,” Riley said vehemently. "It's not that at all. It's just...well, she's going to Nebraska for school—Ag sciences. And I'm going to Arizona. So...”

His grandfather nodded. "I see. You think you two should stay together, and she sees the writing on the wall. That about it?"

Riley glanced at his grandfather again. How the old man, who at times seem so far removed from modern times that he didn't even know what a TV remote was, could puzzle out a relationship so quickly was beyond him. "Yeah...I guess."

Milton grunted. "It's a shame. You got yourself a smart girl there. Practical. In my experience, a practical woman’s worth ten times a pretty one." He turned and looked at Riley. "Listen here and listen good. I don't like talking about this touchy-feely stuff. I’m only gonna say this once: I’ve always liked you, boy, but you need to man up. The world out there will eat you alive, spit out your bones, and ask for more. Don't let yourself get all tangled up over this. For what it's worth, she's right—better to rip the Band-Aid off quick and get it over with. What would you rather choose, pining over her for four years of college and wasting opportunities, or being free?"

Riley shifted in his seat. “I...”

Milton laughed. "I know I’m making you uncomfortable, Riley. But when you get out into the real world, you'll see. Things ain’t always going to go the way you want. I think you should count yourself lucky that you spent what time you did with her, keep her on as a friend, and get on with your life. Hell, you're only 18. You ain’t even met a real woman yet."

Riley cleared his throat. "Let’s...how about some music?" he asked, feeling his cheeks warm. He ignored his grandfather’s laugh and turned on the radio.

“...warning from earlier still stands and has expanded, as the remnants of Hurricane Tomas have now stalled over the Phoenix Metroplex. Police detectives have confirmed the two people killed at the Grand Canyon were part of a wedding party. Conditions have worsened south of Flagstaff as the dust storm has picked up speed and intensified. Reports are coming in now from Sedona that visibility has been reduced to under a quarter mile. This is a developing story, and Action 7 News will continue to keep you informed. Repeating the latest advisory from the National Weather Service, if you are just joining our broadcast...”

His grandfather switched off the radio. "Stop the car."

It was a testament to the old man's ability to put steel in his voice that Riley hit the brakes immediately. "What is it?" he asked, looking around. The clouds on the horizon were more ominous, but still hours away.

With some effort, Milton opened his door and got out. He sniffed the air. "You smell that?"

Riley lowered his window, leaned his head out the driver’s side, and took a deep breath. "It smells like...I dunno, a dirt road? What am I supposed to be smelling? I don't think the engine’s smoking or anything...” he said as he glanced at the gauges on the dashboard.

"Smells like dust...” Milton muttered.

"Well, yeah," Riley said as he waved one arm out his open window. "Look around, grandpa, we’re surrounded by dust. There's nothing out here in the mountains but a group of scrub pines way off over that way. We still got a mile or so to go before we get to your house. Why’d you guys choose to live way out here in the middle of nowhere, anyway?"

Milton ignored him, wiped a bead of sweat from his face, closed his eyes and took another deep breath. "I ain't smelled air like this in...it’s been a long time."

Riley waited patiently while his grandfather climbed back in and shut the door. "I don't understand...”

His grandfather shook his head. "I'm not sure I do either. I got a whiff of something...it jogged my memory. I haven't thought about it...in don’t know how many years.” He motioned for Riley to keep driving. “I’m starting to get a bad feeling about this storm."

"You're worried about the storm, too? It's just a little dust...”

Milton stared out the window, lost in thought. They rode in silence the last mile to the house. Riley pulled them up the short gravel driveway off the access road and stopped in front of the house in a cloud of yellow dust. He turned off the truck and got out, stretching his back. "What exactly are we picking up?"

The old man got out and slammed his door, coughed, then looked around as the dust cloud from their arrival settled in the still air. "You hear that?" he asked, ignoring Riley's question.

Riley rolled his eyes and looked around. “Hear what, grandpa? I don't hear anything, just the engine cooling,” he said, pointing at the truck as the aforementioned engine tick-tick-ticked to itself.

Milton waved dismissively at his grandson. "That's my point. No bugs, no crickets, no nothing."

Riley looked around. “You're right...I don't hear anything. That's weird."

Milton turned and stared at the western horizon as the wall of dark clouds continued to advance. "It ain't weird, boy...there's a duster rollin’ in. I ain’t seen something like this since I was knee high to a grasshopper." He turned and shuffled past his grandson to the front door. "Come on, we got a fair amount of work to do."

Inside the empty house, Riley took a moment to appreciate that it might very well be the last time he'd ever see his grandparent’s home. He always remembered the smell, a mixture of cinnamon and mothballs, that hung cloyingly in the air no matter what room he visited. Apple pies and age permeated the house—the smell always triggered strong memories of visits in his childhood. He wondered how long it would be before his grandparents established that kind of presence in their new house.

"Grandpa, there's hardly anything here. Looks like a box of old phone books...” he said as he lifted the flap on one weathered cardboard box left all alone in the middle of the front room.

His grandfather hobbled past him and went to the hallway closet. "Ain't here for anything like that. Come on."

"What, to the closet?"

"Yeah, something like that," Milton said enigmatically. He stepped inside, pushed a handful of empty coat hangers out of his way, and felt around on the interior wall. Before Riley could ask him what he was doing, his grandfather exclaimed in triumph. An audible click emanated from the closet, and before Riley's eyes, the back panel slid out of the way on hidden hinges protesting at being dragged into use.

"Been a long time since I've been back here...everything should still be good, though."

"I don't get it. What should still be good? Why do you have a secret panel in your closet?"

"I didn't want you youngsters thinking I was some kind of survivalist nut." Milton stepped out of the way. "Go on in there and bring everything out. Lay it out here on the floor, and I'll separate what we need to take right now and what can wait till later. I want to get moving as fast as possible—your grandmother will be worried."

Riley shook his head and peered into the black hole inside the closet. "Is there a light or something in here?"

"On your right, just inside the entrance,” Milton suggested. “Let's get a move on, son."

Riley glanced over his shoulder. His grandfather never called him ‘son.’ That was what Milton Stagg called his own son, Derek—Riley's father. As long as Riley could remember, his grandfather had only ever called him by his name or ‘boy.’ The old man was tense. The storm had unsettled him—which seemed unlikely in Riley's mind, but stranger things had happened. 

Like secret doors opening up in his 80-something-year-old grandfather's closet.

He reached in, found the light switch and sucked in a sudden breath when another space, just as big as the main hall closet, lit up in front of him. The simple cinderblock walls were swept clean and adorned with maps of Arizona and the United States. Lining the walls, stacked floor to ceiling were cans of food and boxes stamped MRE. In the back corner, a sleek black metal cabinet stood bolted to the cinderblock walls.

"What is all this stuff?" Riley breathed.

"This here's our break-in-case-of-emergency closet." His grandfather’s voice drifted in from the living room. "Your grandmother and I have lived through some hard times, and this is our insurance policy that we never have to live through such hard times ever again. Now hurry up. Bring out the food first. I’ll get you the combination to the gun safe in a second."

Riley stepped out of the closet carrying a case of Mason jars. "What is all this stuff?" he asked again, as he placed a murky, full jar on the floor.

"Your grandmother enjoys canning. She's got quite a stock of soups in there."

"You really like being prepared, huh?” asked Riley.

"Better to have it and not need it, boy, than need it and not have it.”

Riley put another armload of tin cans on the floor. “That space back there will hold a surprising number of cans..."

"If you build it right,” his grandfather agreed. “You'd be surprised how much stuff you can pack into nooks and crannies." The old man moved over to the window and used his cane to push the curtains back. "Duster’s comin’ on. You about done?"

"Yeah," Riley said as he placed the last box of MREs on the ground. "Just whatever's in the safe."

“Good, let's wrap this up."

Riley returned to the secret room with the combination to the gun safe and opened it up. He whistled. "Grandpa, these are antiques!"

The old man laughed. “So am I! How about that...?"

He smiled as Riley brought forth a well-preserved shotgun. "That there belonged to my daddy. Took it with him to France and used it in the trenches during The War."

Riley brought it to his shoulder and aimed toward the window. "It's heavier than I would've expected..."

The old man nodded in approval. "Ain’t none of that polymer plastic crap on her. She's all steel and wood."

Riley came back with several ammo cans full of rounds for the shotgun, then came out hefting a heavy rifle. "Good grief—this thing weighs like 10 pounds. I thought the shotgun was heavy!"

“That there’s mine. The old M1 Garand I used in Korea." His eyes took on a faraway look. "They don't make ‘em like they used to...” he said as his palsied hand traced the stock. "One day this'll be yours."

"Not for a long time..." Riley said as he smiled at his grandfather. "But when the time comes, I'll take care of it."

"Good boy," Milton said in a husky voice. "You do right by her and she’ll do right by you. Now,” he said, rubbing his hands together.  “You're sure that's all of it?"

"I didn't see anything else in there. Just bare walls and empty shelves."

The two of them looked down at the respectable pile of preserved food, weapons, and a half dozen metal ammo cans.

"It ain't much,” Milton admitted, “but it was only ever meant for me and Gladys. Suppose we’ll have to find a new hiding spot for it all...” He turned and glanced toward the front door. "First things first, though—we need to get all this out into the truck. You work on that, and I'll find a tarp so we can cover it."

Riley glanced at his grandfather. "Cover it? What for?"

The old man looked out the window again. "For starters, that duster’s comin’ on faster than I thought. I haven't taken care of these guns for the past 60 years only to get ‘em all clogged up and filthy on the road. Second, I'm a private man. Don't want people looking at my underwear drawer, and I certainly don't want people seein’ my supplies."

Riley grinned. "Fair enough. I'll get started." He picked up one of the heavy cardboard boxes of food and headed for the truck.
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Remote Observation Station

National Weather Service Sedona

3 miles east of Sedona, Arizona
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Derek floated in empty space for a split second and experienced the nausea of weightlessness before he began his plummet to the rocky outcrop 25 feet below. He didn't have time to scream or yell, and barely had enough presence of mind to tighten his grip on the safety rope. He noticed several details, however, that otherwise would've struck him as odd to think of—the sound of the wind as it whistled past his ear, the smell of the dirt in the air, the dirt on his tongue, and the feel of the rope as it slipped through his gloved hand.

And then his safety rig kicked in and slowed his descent. He snapped to a gentle, if sudden stop, and though it was still a jarring experience as he rolled in midair, if he hadn't had his rig, he might've broken his back under the jolt. 

He didn't have time to celebrate his survival, unfortunately, because his body's momentum swung him straight toward the instrument mast and he slammed his shoulder painfully into the steel tubes that held the scientific package high above the cliff face.

The impact knocked the wind out of his lungs, and Derek dangled helplessly by his safety line as the wind buffeted him and spun him around to knock his helmeted head against the access ladder hoops. It took him another few moments to painfully untangle the loose cordage around his arms and legs, stop his random swinging, and right himself—all while trying to take in a breath of air. 

At last, his diaphragm stopped spasming, and he filled his lungs with a deep breath—then coughed as the dirt flying through the air invaded his body. He slapped out at the access ladder and stopped his uncontrolled rotation long enough to wrap his legs around the mast. Finally in control of his position once more, he clung to the side of the mast as the wind gusted and howled around him and waited for his heart rate to slow down.

He wiped the dirt from his safety glasses and looked over his shoulder. The dust storm had intensified to the point that Derek could barely see the ground, only 10 feet below. He looked up at the instrument mast and frowned. He couldn’t see the tips of the antenna whip back and forth in the wind, but he could feel the violent motion as the momentum rippled down the mast.

"Well...that was fun..." he said to himself, his voice instantly lost in the wind.

Derek had to adjust the dangling, clinking tools on his belt before he could pull himself inside the safety hoops on the access ladder. He allowed his climbing rope to pay out as he lowered himself down to the ground. 

As Derek finally stepped off the last rung, he let out a breath that he didn't realize he'd been holding. He leaned into the wind and yanked down the rest of his climbing rope. He didn't care that he left one of the carabiner flywheels two-thirds of the way up the instrument mast. All he wanted to do was get down to the weather station and get out of the storm. He'd come back later for the gear. His backpack, leaning against the mast, had blown over and been covered in a thin layer of dust. 

Derek grumbled to himself as he turned his back into the wind and quickly opened up the bag to drop in his ungainly tool belt, the broken soldering iron—at least the pieces he could find in the swirling dust—and his climbing rope. He felt it was a mortal sin to just bunch up the expensive rope and stuff it in the pack, but he didn't have time to stow it properly. Even on the ground, he could feel the wind pressure increasing against his back. The storm was showing its teeth and he wanted to get inside as quick as possible. There was still a dangerous descent down the side of the outcrop he had to navigate, and it was beyond hard to see.

All his gear stowed, Derek slung his pack over his shoulders, secured all the straps, and settled the weight. He lowered his head, shielded his face with one hand, and winced as bits of sand and dirt stung his fingers. He hunched his shoulders and plowed forward toward the path down the side of the outcrop.

By the time he'd made it about halfway down—back to the boulder that had blocked the path—he was quite pleased that he'd only tripped and stumbled twice. The boulder surprised him. He'd been stumbling along the path, blindly hoping to stay on track, when the massive rock suddenly loomed up as a dark shadow out of the soup-like dust in the air. He found a shallow pocket of still air on the lee side of the downhill side, so that the majority of the dust and wind flowed around the rock and gave him a moment’s respite. Derek was by no means out of the worst of the storm, but he hoped his descent would be considerably easier going forward.

The wind continued unabated, howling and hissing around the boulder, carrying sand and dirt and small pebbles with it. He'd been in many dust storms during his years in Arizona, but never had he experienced one that materialized so fast and so vicious. The stunted pine trees around him creaked and groaned under the pressure of the sand and dirt as it plowed into their boughs, propelled by the tropical-storm-force winds.

Derek considered his options. He’d never been in a dust storm that lasted more than 30 minutes. By his reckoning, he'd already spent a good 15 minutes exposed to the worst of the storm. The boulder offered a little protection, so perhaps it was safer to stay where he was instead of attempting the final leg of his descent?

As he caught his breath and pondered his choice, the gravel in front of him shifted.

At first, Derek thought it was just the wind and sand playing tricks on him, then he realized the boulder itself was moving. Braced against it as he was, he felt the first shudder of movement ripple down his spine into his legs. Suppressing the gut-liquefying fear of being flattened if the boulder rolled forward, he quickly stepped back out into the storm and waited. The boulder didn't move—at least not that he could see, but after watching the gravel shift in front of it on the downhill side of the path, he wasn't about to trust his life that the thing would stay put under the onslaught of the wind and sand and dirt. If enough gravel shifted, the boulder would have no recourse but to tumble down the path toward the NWS shack.

"I don't have time for this...” he growled into the sand and wind. Paying close attention to the boulder over his shoulder, Derek hurried down the path as quick as he dared. It helped that the slope decreased, so he could almost jog, but the heavy pack he carried slowed him down.

Derek slipped and slid down the path, as dust covered the pebbles and created a snow-like surface. The wind intensified, and the sand stung his exposed skin more and more. When he imagined he was about halfway from the boulder to the weather service outpost, he thought he felt the ground tremble.

No...no, this is not happening...

He turned and looked over his shoulder into the dust and sand that raged around him. The world had gone three different shades of pink and red. 

Then he saw it. The big rock moved slowly at first, a lumbering shadow lost in the undulating dust. Then it grew darker...and bigger. The trembling that he felt through his feet intensified.

Derek turned and sprinted, heedless of the wind that slapped him, the dust that stung his face and hands, and the loose gravel at his feet. He managed about 15 feet of progress before his left boot lost traction. 

Derek had just enough presence of mind to throw himself to the left, where he hoped there was enough space for him to get out of the way of the boulder. Ahead, he could just barely see the outline of the National Weather Service building nestled against the outcrop’s base.

He grunted as his 80 pound backpack drove him into the gravel as he fell. On instinct, he tucked his legs in and tried to roll, but the pack prevented him from getting completely out of the way. The boulder rumbled downhill, picking up speed. 

Derek pulled his feet out of the way just in time as the rock lumbered past, jerking his leg painfully to the side as the rubber soles of his hiking boot snagged the edge of the boulder for a split second. The movement was enough to spin him completely around and Derek cried out in pain, but at least he wasn't flat.

Derek looked up from the ground and peered through the hissing dust as the boulder vanished into the cloud once more. A few seconds later, the ground trembled with a tremendous crash, and Derek knew without seeing that the boulder had smashed right into the front of the NWS outpost.

Forcing himself to his feet on one unsteady leg, buffeted by the wind, Derek staggered and limped the rest of the way. With every painful step, he grew closer, and more details emerged from the raging dust storm. 

The boulder had smashed directly through the front doors—the same doors he and the intern had passed through just an hour earlier. Where a utilitarian front full of windows had once faced guests now stood a ragged, gaping hole. 

Sparking wires and dangling fluorescent light fixtures illuminated the interior of the small, one-story shack-like building. As he approached the building, Derek found the boulder finally at rest some dozen feet inside the main entrance. 

Derek leaned against the doorframe and peered inside. "Hello?" he called out.

"Help me—Dr. Stevens is pinned!"

It was the intern. His voice was high and frantic and came from somewhere at the rear of the building. 

Derek gripped the doorframe and prepared to pull himself through the opening. "Hang on! I'm gonna try to get to you!"

The intern’s voice was weaker. “There's so much blood!”

A new voice let loose with a low, guttural moan. And a third someone coughed and hacked as the dust billowed in through the gaping hole at the front of the building.

A particularly strong gust slapped Derek in the back and shoved him partially through the opening, so that he cut his hand on a jagged piece of metal. Grimacing in pain, he staggered into the building and wiped the dust from his safety glasses so he could see enough to tend to his hand.

"Hurry!" the intern pleaded.

“Just a quick trip to Sedona, no big deal,” Derek muttered as he wrapped a strip of cloth around his cut palm and cursed his boss. “That’s the last time I listen to you, Ken.”
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Southwest Climate Summit

Manhattan, Kansas
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Isabel followed Kathy down the hall to a double-doored conference room flanked by two Arizona State Troopers. "Here we are," Kathy said as one of the troopers inspected her name badge, and the other opened the door for them.

“Thank you," Isabel said with a smile.

"Ma'am," the trooper replied as she walked past, his eyes tracking the dozens of people in the hallway.

Inside, Isabel stopped. She didn't know what she’d expected to find, but it was more than the U-shaped banquet table populated by the governor and a handful of aides. The walls were covered in smart boards and flat screens. Several had been written on with dry-erase markers, but there were too many sticky notes and papers taped to the boards for Isabel to read what was written. Printouts, laptops, and a few portable computer monitors sprinkled across the makeshift desk setup completed the controlled-chaos ensemble.

Governor Salinas, an austere looking middle-aged man, glanced up from the tablet in his hands and squinted at her from behind his famous reading glasses. The press liked to say he looked like an elder statesman—akin to Ben Franklin—with the tiny spectacles perched on the tip of his nose, but Isabel always thought he looked like a hippie. 

"Kathy," Salinas said by way of greeting. He gestured with an open palm toward a pair of seats at the end of the table. "This must be Dr. Stagg?"

Isabel smiled and stepped forward, extending her hand, then paused when the governor didn't rise to take it, and instead looked back at his tablet. “It’s nice to meet you, doctor.”

Kathy tugged her arm and pulled her around the corner to the desk. "Relax, he’s not the king...they already started the meeting, that’s all...”

"As I was saying," an aide by a whiteboard next to the table said pointedly. He scribbled a note on his whiteboard that read optics and turned to glare at the room. "This is what it's all about, ladies and gentlemen,” he said as he jerked a thumb over his shoulder at the big word on the board. "None of this soil or climate change stuff will matter if we don't look right coming out of it. You lose the support of the public by doing something foolish and jumping the gun, sir, and good luck getting their support back when the actual emergency hits."

"Is this a consensus?" Salinas asked, without looking up from his tablet.

One of the faces on a screen next to the governor snorted. “Just look what happened to California after the wildfires a few years back. Recall after recall after recall—a hot mess.”

"What’re they talking about?" Isabel whispered to Kathy out of the corner of her mouth.

Kathy waved her off and dug through her purse for a small tablet of her own. “It's politics...” she muttered. “Just hang on, they’ll get to you in a minute."

Isabel sat back and clutched a notebook and pen to her chest as she watched the political maneuvering. The governor was surrounded by aides both present and on video calls from Flagstaff, but from what Isabel could see, most were sycophants and yes-men. As the arguments went back and forth about how to handle the political fallout from the dust storm, she noticed there were a few that refused to toe the line.

"I'm sorry, sir, but I can't get behind this,” said the thickset face of a man on another screen. “Doing nothing isn't the right thing, in my opinion."

"Frank, when we need the opinion of the parks district, we'll ask for it—" began a severely dressed woman, glaring at a laptop screen as she pounded on the keyboard.

"Who’s that?" Isabel whispered.

"That's the governor's chief of staff, Lanie Michaels.” Kathy shook her head. “You don’t want to fight with her.”

"Who do you think will have to deal with all this dust?” demanded another man on a screen. 

“Todd Bimson,” Kathy muttered as she tapped on her tablet. “Public Works.”

“It won't be you, Lanie,” Bimson groused. “It’ll be me and my team out in the streets taking care of business," replied the surly head of Public Works. "I've already got the utility companies breathing down my neck."

The governor looked up. "What are they worried about?"

Bimson mumbled something as he looked off camera. “Yeah, that one. Thanks.” A paper appeared at the bottom of the screen. "According to this, they’re worried about an increased risk of static discharge at the metroplex substations."

The governor looked from the head of the state public works department, to the man standing at the whiteboard. “It’ll make for some pretty bad optics if we lose electricity over a significant portion of the state.”

"We've already got the climate change spin working for us," Michaels replied. She glanced up from her laptop. “We can make any power loss play for us, too.”

Isabel looked at Kathy. The sole representative from Arizona’s Division of Emergency Management frowned. "I'm sorry, sir,” she said, causing the governor’s chief of staff to stare at her with a raised eyebrow. “I have to agree with Todd,” she said with an incline of her head toward the chief of public works. "Sticking our head in the sand and adopting a wait-and-see attitude—"

“Wait a minute," the man at the whiteboard said. “Nobody said anything about a wait-and-see approach—that puts out a horrible picture. The only way to get through this is to ignore it completely."

"Ignore it?" Isabel blurted.

Every eye in the room and on the screens turned to her. Salinas looked up from his tablet and blinked, then cleared his throat. “Dr. Stagg? Did you have something to add?" Then he smiled, and the darling of the Arizona press shined through the gruff exterior. 

Isabel couldn't help but smile back—the man looked like someone you could have an easy conversation with over coffee. She blinked and shook her head. "No—I mean, yes. If I understand what you all are saying—"

“What's to understand?" the man at the whiteboard said as he stepped across as he sat down next to the press secretary. "We’re sitting on top of a potential public relations disaster. All we have to do is stick with the climate change storyline, and we’ll get through this no matter what happens."

"Tell that to the sanitation crews out there in the dust right now in Flagstaff," the chief of public works growled. “When this is over, there’s going to be a ton of cleanup—”

"With all due respect sir,” a thin man in a State Police windbreaker said from the corner of the table, “if it gets any worse, the Colonel’s going to recommend you temporarily close interstates in the affected areas.”

"Close the interstates?” blurted Michaels. “Captain Edgars, my apologies, but that's no different than saying we're in the middle of a crisis! No," she said with a shake of head. “Sir, we can't close anything—the press will say that we knew in advance exactly what was going on and shut it down because—”

“Won't that help save lives?" Kathy interjected. “Isn’t that what we’re all trying to do here?”

"Without a doubt,” said the grim-faced Capt. Edgars. “Accidents and fatalities will rise exponentially with a storm of this size. If the reports from troopers on the ground are any indication, it's already bad—the longer we delay, the more people are going to get hurt."

Kathy gestured at the trooper. "Sir, listen to Captain Edgars if you're not going to listen to me and Todd. Lives are at stake right now." 

"Kathy,” Lanie Michaels said as she leaned back and interlocked her fingers over the table. “Just because you and your people are twitchy doesn't mean that you need to be fighting the narrative.”

Isabel stood. "Why is everybody arguing about narrative and spin? As far as I can tell, I’m the only scientist in here, and there shouldn't be any argument."

"I'm sorry—why are we listening to her?" Michaels asked Governor Salinas.

"Because when it comes to dust storms, soil sciences, and their effects on people, she's pretty much the smartest person in the room,” Kathy snapped. “You might want to pay attention to Dr. Stagg.”

Isabel felt heat rise in her cheeks as she stood at the table with everyone staring at her. "Well...I don't know about that—”

“Well, what do you know about, then?” snarled Michaels.

"Well..." Isabel began. Her eyes darted back and forth between the impassive stares of people on her side of the argument, and the outright hostile looks from those who backed the chief of staff. When her eyes rested on the governor, he simply smiled and gave her an encouraging nod.

“We’re wasting our time with this," Michaels muttered. Her assistant smirked.

Kathy leaned over the table and glared at Michaels. “We’re not wasting—”

Isabel found her voice and interrupted as the heat of embarrassment turned to anger. “I agree. You are wasting time," Isabel said, finally finding the steel in her voice. "You’re fixated on political advantage and spin,” she said quickly as she raised a hand to forestall argument. “This mess is an environmental issue—”

"There, you see?" the man who’d been at the whiteboard said, holding his hand out to her. "Even she agrees...it’s climate change, goes with the narrative...I’m sorry, who are you again?"

“She’s from the soil sciences department at the University of Arizona," Kathy added quickly. "She's Roger Brown's understudy."

The governor immediately took note. "I recommended Roger to that position. He and I go golfing every month,” he said, leaning forward. “Roger's never mentioned you before, though.”

Isabel tucked a stray wisp of straight jet-black hair over one ear. “Uh, Roger and I aren’t the best of friends, Mr. Governor."

"Good grief..." Michaels said as she leaned back. “You complain about politics, but now who’s playing politics?”

"Whether she's golfing buddies with the department head or not doesn't matter, sir,” Kathy argued. “Her science is right—and despite their issues, he brought her to this conference." She looked at Isabel. "Show them what you showed me."

"Oh...okay," Isabel replied. "Is there a projector...?"

"Here, use my phone,” Kathy offered, “the app’s already plugged in to the conference center network.”

Isabel took the phone, held it over her map of the Dust Bowl, and the smart board across the room lit up.

"What am I looking at here?" Salinas asked, squinting as he removed his glasses.

Isabel cleared her throat. “Sir, this is a map of the Dust Bowl from the 1930s."

“1930s?” Michaels parroted. “You do realize this is the 21st century, right?”

"Just give her a second," Kathy snapped as she slapped her hand on the table. "People's lives are at risk here!”

“You always think people's lives are at risk," Michaels’ assistant fired back.

"Enough!” the governor barked. "Let her talk."

Isabel swallowed. "This dust storm—it's like nothing we've seen before."

"Finally, something we can agree on," Michaels muttered.

“Bottom line, Dr. Stagg—how bad is it?” Salinas asked, his voice not overly harsh, but unyielding. 

“The soil conditions we’ve got in Arizona and New Mexico—and much of the rest of the original Dust Bowl—are eerily similar to what we faced in the late 1930s when the storms really got going.”

"How did this happen?" Salinas asked.

“We can’t pin it on one thing, and at the end of the day it doesn’t matter right now. You’re looking at a significant weather event that will encompass a broad swath of the southwestern United States, and it’s starting in Arizona.”

Kathy picked up where Isabel left off. "You can spin it however you want," she said to Michaels before turning to the governor. “But sir, we've got to act now. Captain Edgars is right—I think we need to shut down the highway system in the affected areas and ask people to conserve electricity—”

“You realize it's the middle of the summer, right?" asked Michaels’ assistant. "If we tell everybody to shelter in place—which is what I'm assuming you're about to suggest—in the middle of the summer, electricity use is going to go through the roof.”

“That's a lot of people to be inside turning up the air conditioning,” added Bimson from his screen. “The electric companies are convinced that if we don't temper the consumption rates, something's going to give. We don't normally see usage spikes like this.”

"My question for Dr. Stagg is this,” Salinas interjected, and the room fell silent. “What's going to happen next?"

"Well...” Isabel began. “Sir, I can't give you any firm predictions—I still have to make contact with my colleagues in New Mexico...but I believe it’s going to be bad.”

After a long moment of silence, the governor cleared his throat. "What exactly do we do about it? I want final words from all of you. Lanie, go."

Michaels got to her feet. “Sir, we need to be extremely cautious about overreacting...”

"I would argue the exact opposite, sir,” Kathy said, also standing. “We need to take an aggressive stance on this and get ahead of the situation. I urge you to follow Capt. Edgars’ advice. At least shut down the interstate system until we can figure out what's next."

"That's just the problem," Isabel said, taking the spotlight once more. "Sir, I can't give you solid advice on exactly what will happen next. What I can tell you is there is the potential for severe impacts across the state.”

"I'm listening," the governor said as he leaned back in his chair and crossed his arms.

"Okay,” Isabel began, “everything I’m about to tell you is based on preliminary information—if you give me time to contact my colleagues in New Mexico—"

“We might not have that much time," Capt. Edgars said. He looked up from his phone. “The FAA just sent out an advisory—they're going to be shutting down airspace over parts of New Mexico, most of Arizona, and the Oklahoma Panhandle."

The governor leaned over to his administrative assistant and they murmured together for a second. Then he looked up at Isabel. "Dr. Stagg, I need a bottom line. Is this going to get better or worse?"

"If I had to guess, sir,” Isabel said, smoothing her slacks, “it's going to get worse. Much worse. But like I said,” she added quickly, “I need to—"

“That's all I need to hear." Salinas raised his hand and stood, and the rest of the attendants followed suit. “People, we’re heading home."

The state trooper was already on his feet, loading his computer into a backpack. The assistant to Lanie Michaels remained seated. "Sir, what you do mean?” 

Michaels looked at the governor like he’d grown a second head. “We’re leaving the conference? Now, sir?”

"Yes," the governor said as he handed his briefcase to his executive assistant. "I don’t want to be stuck here.”

“I advise against flying, sir,” Isabel said quickly.

Salinas looked at her. “Why? The FAA hasn’t grounded us yet.”

“Sir,” Isabel said, her throat dry. “There’s a good chance fine dust is already in the air —that’s why Capt. Edgars received that update from the FAA. They know about it and—” 

Salinas held up a hand. “Then they’ll tell us if it’s safe or not. It'll take too long to get back by motorcade. The charter jet is waiting for us at the airport—we just have to get there. Am I right?" he asked Edgars.

"Yes sir, it's on standby, but I agree with Dr. Stagg—”

"Sir, perhaps we should worry more about the people of Arizona instead of the time it'll take us to get back...” began Kathy, throwing her support behind Isabel as well.

“Worrying about Arizonans is what I’ve got you and the Division for, Kathy," the governor said with a smile. He pointed at Isabel. "Dr. Stagg, if you're amenable, I'd like you to come with us. We’ll need a more in-depth briefing, and you can do that while we’re in the air." He raised a hand to stop her argument. "I know, I know—you need to contact your colleagues in New Mexico. You can do that in the air, too.” When she hesitated, he pressed on: “You’ll be a lot more useful to the people of Arizona if you come with us now instead of staying at this conference," he said with a flip of his wrist to indicate the usefulness of the summit. "It's all just one big advertisement, anyway.”

"Nobody heard that—I didn't hear that," Michaels blurted, her hands out to stop anyone from speaking.

"I don’t think this is a very good idea...” Isabel said to Kathy.

“Look, the FAA knows about it, you said so yourself, right?” asked the governor.

“Yes, sir, but—”

He smiled. “You don’t like flying...I get it.” He looked around as the others busied themselves to leave. “Between you and me, I hate flying.” 

Isabel swallowed. “I...I just need to run to my room and get my things...”

"I do too,” Kathy said. She looked at the governor. "Sir, we’ll meet you at the airport."

"Sounds good,” Salinas replied. “But we’re not going to wait," he said. “Got it?”

"Understood, sir," Kathy said as she shoved her tablet and notes in her purse. She turned to Isabel and took her new friend’s arm. “Come on, let's go. It’ll be alright, you’ll see.”

“Famous last words,” Isabel muttered, her hands suddenly shaking.

“What?” asked Kathy as they headed for the doors.

Isabel grunted as she slung her satchel over one shoulder and followed Kathy. “Nothing.”
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Stagg Residence

Four miles northeast of Santa Fe, New Mexico

––––––––
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Riley craned his neck to look out the driver’s window at the abnormally tall, yellow cloud on the western horizon. "Sure looks bigger than it did a few minutes ago...”

Beside him in the cab, his grandfather grunted. "These dusters will do that."

"I thought they called them haboobs?” Riley asked. He snorted. "I swear, I can't say that name without laughing."

His grandfather looked at him. "You can give it whatever fancy name you want, it still ain’t nothing compared to the black dusters that showed up when I was a boy."

Riley swallowed and focused on the unpaved road ahead of them. The truck jostled and bounced as the tires crunched on gravel. His eyes flicked to the mirror every few seconds to make sure their precious cargo was still tied down and covered in the back.

“Wind’s picking up...” Milton Stagg muttered. "That tarp we used back there’s starting to flap."

"Want me to pull over and tighten it down? I can't see it from this side."

His grandfather frowned out his window. “Nah. It's holding for now. But if we don't stay ahead of that storm, we might want to think about fixing it first." He glanced up and squinted at the baked yellow landscape ahead of them. In the distance, the ever-present mountains surrounded the high valley through which they drove. The yellow sandstone of New Mexico stood in stark contrast to the red of Riley’s native Arizona, but he still found the landscape alluring. There weren't as many trees on the mountains as there were in Arizona, but it was pretty, nonetheless.

The corner of his mouth quirked. If Becca were there, she’d be taking pictures for use as stock photos in some article. Idly, he wondered what she was up to with their grandmother as he and his grandfather trundled along the lonely, dusty road.

"See that?” Milton blurted. “Light’s starting to dim. Won't be long now...”

Riley blinked. The old man was right—it wasn't quite as bright as it was just a few moments earlier. He took a quick glance around as they drove. "The storm’s still way off in the distance over there."

"Most of it is, yeah. It's the fine stuff we got now,” Milton explained. “It always floats way up ahead of the storms. I think that's what I remember most from growing up. My mother called that ‘filtered air.’ Always made me uneasy when she said it, because we knew a duster was on the way.” He shifted in the seat. "Is that a house up there on the right?"

Riley nodded. "Looks like it. Friends of yours?"

"Kids of my friends. Bob and Betty Lavoy used to live there, but they died years ago. Their youngest daughter, Cassandra, lives there now, if I’m not mistaken. Artist or some such useful thing—Gladys knows her better than I do. We still check in on her from time to time. She had a couple kids of her own with some deadbeat that took off when she went all mystic on him.” 

“Wait," Riley said, “how old is Cassandra?"

“Oh, old enough to take care of herself, I suppose. She was always a little soft in the head, if you ask me. I figure she's got to be in her 50s by now.”

Riley snorted. "Grandpa, she's older than dad! And you still check up on her?”

Milton smiled. “Old habits die hard. I still remember her as just a little sprout running around chasing lizards in the yard. Bob looked after your father and grandmother when I was away, and I looked after Betty and his brood when he was away. Once he and Betty passed on...” He shrugged. "Gladys and I kind of adopted Cassie. The rest of their kids have all moved on, but she’s still there, hanging on to the house and the memories...”

Riley looked out his window. “I guess it's kind of hard to leave the only place you've ever known, huh?”

His grandfather sniffed. "It is at that." He thumped his cane on the floorboard. "Light’s gettin’ dimmer. Let's giddyup and I'll check on Cassie while you tighten up that tarp back there."

They pulled into Cassandra Lavoy’s driveway a few minutes later, and Riley turned around and backed the truck up to the house as close as he dared on his grandfather's suggestion. "If that duster hit's us while we’re here, you don't want to be trying to back down the driveway."

"Grandpa, I grew up in Arizona, you know? I've driven through plenty of dust storms before."

"How old are you, boy?"

Riley grimaced. “I’m 18.”

His grandfather grunted. "A newly minted 18 if I recall. Your birthday was last month?"

"May, actually."

"So," his grandfather said, one hand on his cane, the other on the door handle. "You been 18 for all of two months, and driven through what, five or six dust storms? Know how many storms I've been through, boy? We’ll do it my way,” he said without waiting for an answer. “You'll see."

"Yes sir," Riley mumbled in defeat.

"That's more like it. Now come on—you see to that tarp, I'm going to check on Cassie.”

As Riley tightened the offending tarp, the light changed again. He blinked up at the sky and felt for the first time the slight tickle of almost invisible sand particles caressing the skin of his face. Riley shook his head and smiled. His grandfather could be a little rough around the edges, but he had to admit, the old man knew what he was talking about.

"Right again, grandpa...” he muttered as he turned back to his task. By the time the truck was secure, there was already a fine layer of dust coating everything. It was as if the vehicle had been abandoned for a few weeks.

Off on the western horizon, the dust storm grew more defined. Instead of just a blurry haze of yellow, Riley could actually see shadows as the wall of dust grew closer and stretched up into the sky. He saw real depth in the cloud as it lumbered forward. Riley frowned. 

His grandfather was right again—the storm was moving a lot faster than it appeared. He rushed around the house and up to the front door, careful to remove his hiking boots and leave them by the doormat just inside where two other pairs of shoes sat lined up. "Grandpa?"

"In here," the old man called from a room off the foyer.

A woman on the downhill side of middle-age bustled into the room, as skinny as a Joshua tree and half as wrinkled, but still echoing the beauty of her youth. She had a nervous cast on her face, and her eyes continually darted to the windows and doors behind Riley, but she had a pleasant, warm smile plastered across her face. 

"Hello Riley, you probably don't remember me, but I remember you." She extended a hand and welcomed him. “I’m Cassie.”

Riley shook her hand. “Nice to see you...wait a minute...” he said slowly. He glanced around the room at dozens of paintings in rustic frames, some in acrylic or oil, but most watercolor. "I remember that painting of Bell Rock...” he mused as he walked across the room toward a watercolor, the paper splashed with oranges, reds and blues. "I've seen this before...” He turned in a slow circle. "I've been in this room before...” 

Milton laughed. "Well, of course you have, boy—your parents used to come over all the time to visit. Brought you and your sister with ‘em.”

Cassandra nodded and gestured at the tray of lemonade she’d placed on a footstool in front of the floral print couch upon which Milton resided. "I haven't seen you in more than ten years, I suppose," Cassandra observed. "Can I get you some lemonade?" Her eyes darted to the door again.

Riley smiled. "Yes ma'am, lemonade sounds great."

"And so polite," she said in response as she poured Riley a cool glass.

"Cassandra, you're going to be fine. That dust storm out there...” his grandfather began.

She turned and looked at him in a flurry of curly hair and swirling dress. "What dust storm?"

Riley watched from the sofa as the old man's eyes narrowed. He smelled something. Riley hid a smile behind his glass of lemonade. He’d never met someone so capable or determined to ferret out the root of a matter than Milton Stagg. Whatever Cassandra was trying to hide, whatever she was nervous about, he gave her five minutes before the old man had it figured out.

“Cassandra,” asked Milton, “Cassie—what's the matter? You expecting company?”

She twitched as if slapped. "What? No...no, nothing's wrong." She offered a weak, unconvincing smile and her eyes darted to the door again.

“You were...just not us,” Milton observed shrewdly.

Riley shifted his weight on the couch and took another sip of the lemonade. Involuntarily, his eyes went to the door, too. What was she so nervous about?

“What d-dust storm were you talking about?” Cassandra said, fidgeting with her hair and attempting—poorly—to act nonchalant.

"You didn't even know there was a dust storm out there?" his grandfather persisted.

"No...I mean, they're not unheard of, right?"

"Not like this one," Riley interjected. His grandfather shot him a withering look. Stay out of this. Riley shrugged and leaned back into the sofa, suddenly finding the ice in his glass the most interesting thing in the world.

Milton leaned forward and deliberately placed his mostly full glass of lemonade on the serving tray with a soft clink. He sat back just as deliberately, his eyes never leaving Cassandra’s. "Cassie—it’s me. What's going on? You can tell me.”

Cassandra stood and walked over to the window, vigorously rubbing one arm with the other. "It...it’s nothing...it must be the storm. All the extra energy in the air...it’s really putting me on edge, you know?"

Riley looked at his grandfather and cocked an eyebrow. Energy? His grandfather replied in kind.

Milton grunted. “You’re not still following that new age stuff, are you?"

Cassandra whirled from the window and stared daggers at Riley's grandfather. “You and my parents never took it seriously."

Milton snorted as he leaned back into the sofa’s embrace. "What's there to take seriously? All this nonsense about divining rods and mystic magnetic lines and such,” he said with a dismissive wave of one hand.

“It's ley lines," Cassandra said, enunciating the word carefully. “And magnetic energy vortices." She raised a hand to stop Milton from arguing. "I'll grant that I never did figure out how to get divining rods to work—“

Riley’s grandfather laughed. "You could say that again." He turned to Riley. "We used to watch her for hours, running around like a chicken with its head cut off, holdin’ on to a couple coat hangers trying to magic up water in the ground or...” He turned and looked at her. "Was it gold? Or silver?"

Cassandra ignored his jab and turned a kind eye on Riley. "Mystics claim that they can use divining rods to seek out precious metals that are hidden from view. To the uneducated,” she hissed at Milton, “it can appear like magic.” Turning back to Riley, she continued. "Your grandfather never did have any faith in me. No one did," she said with sadness dripping from her tongue.

Riley opened his mouth but couldn't find any words. “Uh...”

"Leave him out of this," his grandfather said sharply. "And no, that mystic mumbo-jumbo never had you so worked up like this in the past. What is it?"

Cassandra’s eyes darted toward the door again.

This time Riley sat up. "Somebody's coming up the driveway," he announced. A flash of light from a windshield reflected on the ceiling through the open window, confirming his statement.

Cassandra gave a little squeak and her hands clenched and unclenched in front of her chest, trembling and reddened as the claw-like fingers opened and closed. “You...you should go...I mean, I don't want you here when...you should go."

Riley looked at his grandfather, who seemed in no rush to move, let alone leave. "Maybe we should...?”

Milton waved him off and clasped the head of his cane with both hands between his legs, waiting patiently for the visitor to arrive.

Riley swallowed and listened to a car door slam out in the driveway. The sound of more than one set of shoes crunching on gravel made the knotted muscles of his back tighten. Maybe Cassandra was right—maybe there was something to the energy levels from the storm putting people on edge. He'd heard people walk on gravel before and never been so...anxious. He took a calming breath like his mother had taught him and examined Cassandra. 

Maybe she was just a nervous person. Maybe she was on drugs? Maybe she was going through withdrawal? The questions continued to flow through Riley's mind as he waited for the strangers to arrive.

They didn't have to wait much longer. A heavy fist pounded into the door three times. Boom, boom, boom.

Cassandra uttered another squeak that was somewhere between anger and fear and rushed across the room to the front door. She tripped on the floor mat, caught herself, laughed nervously, then looked at the two of them sitting on the couch. She offered a smile and smoothed her dress as if nothing had happened.

Riley watched closely as Cassandra reached for the doorknob with a trembling hand. She closed her eyes, took a breath, then turned it and opened the door to reveal a skinny bald man with a blue tattoo on his left cheek.

Cassandra underwent a transformation—instead of the nervous ball of energy fidgeting with her dress and constantly looking over her shoulder, a calm, collected lady of the house emerged. 

“Nico! So good of you to visit!”

Riley looked at his grandfather, who simply stared at the stranger with a neutral expression on his face. When the old man wanted to, he took on all the charm and charisma of a lump of granite.

The skinny bald man brushed Cassandra aside and swept into the foyer like a force of nature. He wore a long leather duster with wide shoulder flaps that made him look impressively large, but as the wind tugged at the coat, Riley spotted the skinny frame underneath. Riley frowned. It wasn't the man's rudeness that bothered him, it was the way he looked at everything, like he owned all that he saw. A lion in the desert, sure of its own abilities, and master of everything it surveys. 

The man was a predator and confident that there was no threat in the house. He offered a thin smile that didn't reach his eyes to Cassandra, murmured something into her ear, then turned and flowed into the living room. 

Behind him, a giant of a man, more fat than muscle but still plenty strong, filled the doorway and stooped slightly to walk in without hitting his head. Like the man in the trench coat, this one was bald. Also like the predator, he had a blue tattoo on his face. Instead of the hungry, predatory look of the first man, the second one had the dull complacent look of...Riley swallowed, unable to place the man's likeness.

Then it clicked—he looked just like Josh Morgan, the football team’s enforcer. He wasn’t the best athlete on the squad, but he was big—and strong as an ox—and fiercely loyal to his teammates. Whenever an opposing team roughed up the quarterback too much, it was Josh who dished out some retribution on the next play. He’d racked up an impressive penalty count over the course of his four years on the football team at Sandy Rock HS, but Josh didn't care. He was never destined to be a pro, or even anyone of note on a college team—he was a big fish in a small pond and he was fine with that.

Riley glanced at the giant standing just behind the shorter man. Yup, enforcer. That's what you are.

The big man turned his thick neck just enough to bring a robotic, dull gaze upon Riley. He looked Riley up and down, as if judging a threat, then inclined his head slowly, almost respectfully. 

Okay then, we understand each other—I’m not gonna start anything if you don't. Riley tried to smile back, but he worried the expression looked more like a grimace.

"And whom do I have the pleasure of meeting?" the skinny, shorter man with the blue tattoo on his cheek said.

Cassandra shut the front door and rushed back into the room, attempting to rearrange her hair. Her flustered countenance returned. "Oh...Nico—this...this...I mean...sir, this is my neighbor, Mr. Milton Stagg."

"Stagg?" Nico said with an interested smile. "What a fortuitous name." He made a strange gesture in front of his chest with his thumb and index finger. “Blessed be the hunter.”

Riley watched Milton. His grandfather inclined his head, but said nothing.

"I find myself fascinated by people with animalistic names. It's so...refreshing to see a throwback to the Old Ways...don't you think?" He turned his gaze upon Riley when Milton made no move to answer. "And who might you be?"

Riley cleared his throat, and stood, shifting his lemonade glass to his left hand and reaching out his right. "Riley Stagg, his grandson," he said with a tilt of his head  toward Milton, who hadn’t moved from the couch.

Nico looked down at Riley's hand for a moment, then back up to his face. "Of course you are," he said with a smile that looked like it belonged on a used car salesman. He made no move to shake Riley's hand, but instead kept his hands neatly folded across his trim waist.

Riley cleared his throat, rubbed his palm—now clammy—along his shorts, and sat again, waiting for his grandfather to do something. The awkward silence stretched on.

Nico turned and raised his eyebrows, staring at Cassandra.

She blinked, then looked at Milton and Riley, blinked again, and cleared her throat. "Oh...I mean...oh, we need to have a private...I mean, he wants to...” she stammered, flummoxed. Color crept up her neck.

"I think what my dear friend Cassandra is trying to express to you," Nico said in honeyed words that sounded like poison to Riley's ears. He turned his gaze back to his grandfather. "Is that we require a modicum of privacy. Our conversation is not for...the uninitiated."

"Oh," Milton said finally. "You're one of those people," he muttered. Casting a dismissive look at the frowning giant behind Nico, Milton turned casually to Riley. "Come on boy, I guess we better be on our way. Your grandmother will never let me hear the end of it if she finds out I let you listen to their hocus-pocus nonsense or take part in the seance.”

Nico’s face flushed, but he held his tongue.

Milton stood, joints popping and creaking as he brought himself up off the couch and balanced on the cane. Riley hopped up, mumbled his thanks to Cassandra for the lemonade, and placed his glass on the tray next to his grandfather’s. "It was nice,” he said toward the odd strangers, “to meet you," Riley finished slowly. 

Both men stared at his grandfather as if Riley weren't even in the room. "Alrighty then," Riley said and stepped carefully around the newcomers to reclaim his hiking boots at the front door.

Milton, however, had no qualms about ordering someone four times his size around. "Well? You going to move that walking meat sack, Nico?” The old man growled. “What kind of name is ‘Nico,’ anyway?” He glared at Nico’s hired muscle. “Or do I have to teach him a lesson in manners?” 

Riley stared open mouthed at the giant when the man turned politely and gestured with an open palm toward the front door, allowing his grandfather plenty of space to hobble through.

"Nice to meet you," Nico called out in a singsong accent.

"What—” Riley began under his breath.

"Save it for the truck," his grandfather replied in kind as he ripped the front door open.

A gust of wind ruffled Riley's T-shirt and brought in a blast of hot air tinted with yellow dust. Off to the west, the dust storm looked like it had come half the distance from the horizon. It now towered up into the sky, a sheer wall of yellow, writhing dust that swirled and undulated upon itself as it rose thousands of feet into the atmosphere. 

Riley stood transfixed for a moment, watching the beast approach. It was surreal and otherworldly, to see all that yellow ochre dust in stark contrast to the bright blue sky beyond.

“Wow...”

“Yep. She’s a duster for sure,” Milton replied. “Let’s get a move on.”

Riley ushered his grandfather through Cassie’s front door, then moved to shut it, casting one last glance into the living room. She sat in the middle of the couch, her knees pressed together, her trembling hands constantly smoothing her dress as she stared up with wide eyes at Nico. The enforcer, still standing sideways, watched Riley with an unreadable look on his face. There was no malice in the expression, but the threat was there—Riley wasn't meant to see any more. A shiver traveled down his spine as he shut the door.

"Whatever Cassie’s got herself mixed up into, it's no business of ours,” his grandfather warned him. "Don't get any ideas."

"Who were those guys?"

“Goodness knows—I ain’t never seen anything like that outside of a history book."

"History book?" Riley asked as they climbed back inside the truck.

"All those new age nut jobs she hangs around with," Milton groused, "all think they’re Celtic warriors reborn or some nonsense. Druids!" he said as he snapped his fingers. "That's what they call themselves—druids."

Riley started the engine. "Grandpa, just because somebody believes something different than you doesn't mean—I mean, look at mom, she’s not Christian—”

“That's your mother talking," Milton said as he pointed a finger at his grandson. "She can be just as goofy with her mystic Indian stuff," he announced, "as those nut jobs,” he added with a jerk of his head toward Cassie’s house. “But I, at least, respect your mother and her people. This land used to belong to them.

Riley turned and looked at him. 

"I know, I know," the old man said. "You’ll have to forgive an old man. I'm too set in my ways. When I grew up, there was only two types of people: Methodists...and everybody else."

"Times change, grandpa," Riley said as he prepared to put the truck into gear. "People can believe in whatever they want." He smiled. “If it brings them peace, then why not?”

Before Milton could respond, a muffled, bloodcurdling scream reached them through the windows. Riley looked at his grandfather. 

The old man grunted. “Well, boy, I believe we should check on Cassie.”
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Remote Observation Station

National Weather Service Sedona

3 miles east of Sedona, Arizona
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Derek tried to clear the dust from his face before stepping through the gaping hole at the front of the National Weather Service outpost. He went to step over some debris and landed painfully on his hands and knees. In the background, over the howling of the wind outside, he heard the intern scream for help again.

"There's so much blood! I...I think he's dying!"

Someone pounded on the dividing wall. "I can't get through!" a muffled voice called from the other side of the small office.

"I'm coming!" Derek said as he got to his feet. He coughed and staggered forward, his hands finding the edge of a desk on its side. The further he got into the building, the clearer the air became, and by the time he found the boulder some 10 yards from the main entrance, it was safe to remove his dusty glasses. He yanked them down and let them hang from a strap around his neck, then searched for the victims. Derek immediately found the intern trying in vain to put his shoulder against the other side of the massive boulder.

"Kid, what are you doing?" Derek asked as he rushed up to the college student. He grabbed the intern and pulled him away from the rock. "You can't move that..."

"We have to!" the intern cried, his eyes wide, dust and dirt smeared across his face. His hands shook as he grabbed Derek by the shoulders. "We have to move it! Dr. Stevens is underneath—he..." The intern looked down. "No...noooo!”

Derek looked down, and for the first time noticed the dark blood smeared across the floor where the boulder had crushed the unfortunate Dr. Stevens.

Derek quickly dropped to his knees, ripped the work gloves off his hands, and felt for a pulse at the scientist’s neck. At the touch of Derek's hands, the man's eyelids fluttered open. He turned sightless eyes upon Derek, exhaled slightly, then lay still. Derek felt two weak heartbeats, then nothing. 

He looked up. "I'm sorry...I think he's gone," Derek said, hearing his voice as if it came from somewhere down a long tunnel. He leaned back, his hands only then beginning to tremble. He’d never been with someone when they died before—had never even seen a dead body outside a funeral. 

What was he supposed to do? What was he supposed to say? Derek sat on the ground, his legs splayed out in front of him in the dust and blood. What were any of them supposed to do? 

He swallowed. "I've never seen...I don't know what to do..."

"You have to! You have to save him!" the intern said as he dropped down on his knees and began performing CPR on the corpse.

Derek watched in silence for a long moment, his mind completely blank and his body unwilling to move. Dr. Stevens, whom Derek had never met, had just died in front of him. The last few precious seconds Dr. Stevens spent on the earth, he’d used to look at Derek. 

Derek couldn't imagine much worse as far as ways for someone to die than crushed by a boulder, away from friends and family, in a dusty office on the edge of nowhere. He looked down and clenched his jaw.

"I'm sorry..." he whispered to no one in particular.

The pounding resumed. "I can't get through!" a woman shouted on the other side of the wall.

The intern continued in vain to try CPR and scream that the doctor needed to wake up. The wind howled, and dust continued to billow into the room. Where the air had been clear a moment ago, tendrils of reddish fog swirled in and settled on the blood already congealing on the floor.

Derek looked around and blinked, his eyes dry and full of sand. He stood, pulled out his water bottle, and poured water into his face. "Where's the bathroom? We need water...I gotta get this dirt off my face..."

"Wake up, Dr. Stevens! Wake up!" the intern yelled breathlessly, still pumping away on the dead man's chest. A trickle of blood leaked from the dead scientist’s mouth and his head lolled back and forth with each vigorous chest compression.

"Kid..." Derek said as he wiped the water from his face and blinked in relief. "Kid—he's gone..."

"I can save him!" the intern cried. "I was a Boy Scout—I know CPR..." he argued as he continued chest compressions. "Wake up, Dr. Stevens!"

Derek looked around the ruined office. Desks, monitors, computers—they’d all been flipped up and shoved out of the way like discarded toys as the boulder tore through the entrance of the small building. A pile of chairs and file cabinets had built up against the far wall, propelled by the boulder like a wave in the ocean. 

"Like a tsunami," Derek muttered as he picked his way through the papers and debris on the floor toward a utility door at the back of the room, from where the pounding came.

"Are you all right back there?" Derek yelled. The pounding stopped. 

"Yes...I'm fine—but the power’s out. Who are you?" the female voice demanded.

"My name is Derek Stagg—I’m the NWS technician sent out to fix the instrument mast up on the outcrop. I got here just after the boulder went through the front door."

"A boulder? Where's Dr. Stevens? And Luke?"

"Is Luke the intern?" Derek asked as he began to toss electronic equipment to the side and dig his way through to the blocked door.

“Luke—the intern—is he okay?" the woman shouted from the other side of the door. As Derek dug his way closer, her voice grew slightly louder. 

"Yeah," he said, then grunted with effort as he pulled a twisted, warped metal desk away from the door. Bits of gravel and dust fell as he moved it, and the metal frame squealed against the linoleum floor in protest. Derek gasped for breath before diving in again. "I'm almost through—who are you?"

"Dr. Lisa Kowalski. Bruce—Dr. Stevens—and I are assigned to the weather station here. Is he okay? I heard Luke screaming. What happened?"

Derek nodded, then yelled in the affirmative. "I'm sorry." He stood and put his hands on his hips, trying to catch his breath. "Dr. Stevens is dead. He was crushed by a boulder that tore through the front door. Lucas is still back there trying to save him...I don't know what to do...but I can't feel a pulse."

After a moment of silence from the other side, Derek heard a distinct shuddering cry. Feeling like an intruder as the woman on the other side of the door grieved for her colleague, Derek threw himself into the task of clearing the door, but it still took far longer than he wanted.

By the time he finished clearing a path so the door could open just enough for her to squeeze through, he’d worked up a sweat and the dust and dirt that clung to his body had turned into mud. He pulled back on the door, scraping gravel and dirt out of the way. “I need you to push, Dr.  Kowalski! I've almost got it..." 

“Come on...” he growled as he put more muscle into it, propped a foot against the wall and pushed. The door groaned, the hinges squealed in protest, but he was able to open the door about a foot. He peered into the absolute pitch-black darkness beyond. "Ma'am? Are you okay? Can you get through this? I don’t know how much wider I can make this gap...”

"I...I can fit," Dr. Kowalski said as she emerged from the darkness, blinking like an owl. Red dust had sprinkled through her hair, and tear tracks streaked her face, but she looked none the worse for wear. She stepped into the murky twilight of the office and trembling hands flew to her mouth. "Oh...oh, no..."

Derek leaned back against the pile of rubble, panting. "I know...kind of a lot to take in..." He looked at Luke, still working away at the corpse of Dr. Stevens and frowned. "I'm sorry—I'm sorry about Dr. Stevens."

Dr. Kowalski took one step forward and stopped, her hand reaching out toward her dead colleague. "Bruce...oh, Bruce...I'm so sorry..."

"Ma'am?" Derek asked as he wiped at his face. "I don't see how this was your fault."

She looked at him, her eyes red and puffy. "Don't you see? It's all my fault," she yelled. She pointed at Luke and Dr. Stevens. "I didn't believe him, when he said the storm system was stalling out over Phoenix—I didn't believe him, and we got into an argument! He ran out here to grab a printout, just to prove that he was right. If he hadn't come out here when he did..."

Derek looked from her grief ravaged face toward the intern, now crying over the body of Dr. Stevens. At least he’d stopped thumping the poor dead man’s chest. 

The boulder sat in the middle of the office like a grim monument, its backside smeared with Dr. Stevens’ blood. Reddish dust swirled in the air and more poured in from the outside every second. A strong gust of wind sent in a rolling cloud that worked its way through the wreckage and enveloped Luke for a moment. 

"Dr. Kowalski,” Derek said, “you couldn’t have known that boulder was coming down the path..."

"You...you saw it?"

Derek looked down at the torn pants over his bloodied knees, his dirt-stained clothes, and his bloody, mud-caked palms. "I barely got out of its way. Came right down the path at me. I tripped at the last second and fell. It happened—it was so fast..."

Lisa nodded, a jerky motion that caused her tight blonde ponytail to bob. "Yes...it was so fast...” she said, trancelike. “One second everything was fine, and we were tracking the dust storm...and the next...the earth started shaking, the lights went out and I heard this tremendous crash." She turned to look at the boulder. The air had cleared again, and Luke remained in his position of mourning, shielding the body of the slain scientist. 

"Luke...” she whispered in pity. “Oh, no..."

With someone else to focus on, Dr. Kowalski visibly stacked away her own emotions, regained control of her shaking body, and picked her way through the rubble toward the boulder. Derek watched the remarkable transformation from an emotional breakdown to the exposure of a solid steel core. He couldn't help but admire her—the woman had an inner strength.

She reminded him of Isabel. 

Derek rubbed his face. "God, Isabel's gonna be so worried..."

He fumbled in his pocket for his cell phone, then frowned. "Dang it..."  The ‘no service’ icon blinked at the top corner of the cracked screen. "I don't suppose you guys have a landline here?" he called out, still looking at his phone. "We need to call somebody to help." 

With the body, he didn't say out loud.
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Manhattan Regional Airport

Manhattan, Kansas
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Isabel looked at her phone for a long moment before putting it back to her ear. “Alice—you’re sure? I mean, 100% sure?”

“Yeah, the numbers are steady across the board—and I cross checked it with the guys in Boulder. We’re sitting ducks.”

“...because I’m going to take this straight to Governor Salinas...”

Isabel’s friend from college, Alice Trinner snorted on the other end of the phone from her office at the University of New Mexico. “Trust me, Izzy, I’m going to have to do the same thing in a minute here. Governor Andrews thinks everything is going to be fine...”

“Salinas doesn’t know what to do yet,” Isabel commiserated. “We’re trying to get him to put politics aside on this one.”

“I think we’re all going to have to deal with that for the time being,” Alice replied. “Look, good luck—I have to go.”

“Yeah, me too,” Isabel said, trying not to drop her phone. Her fingers suddenly had lost all strength as the gravity of the situation settled on her shoulders.

She eventually dropped the phone in her satchel and sat on her suitcase. Next to her, Kathy ended her own vociferous conversation and leaned against the hangar wall. She stared over Isabel at the Gulfstream jet the Governor had chartered out of Flagstaff to bring his delegation to the summit.

“I thought they said to hurry up because they were ready to take off?”

Isabel shrugged. “I heard one of the troopers say something about them arguing with the FAA for clearance.” She looked up at Kathy. “This is going to be really bad.”

Kathy didn’t respond, but looked behind Isabel and stiffened. Isabel turned and watched Governor Salinas approach, unattended for once by his aides. He smiled and extended a hand to help Isabel up from her suitcase perch.

“I wanted to speak to the two of you in private before we boarded, because I doubt I’ll get the chance again until we’re in Flagstaff.” He turned his full attention on Isabel. “Dr. Stagg, give it to me straight. No politics, no jargon—is it going to be bad?”

Isabel sighed. “I think so, yes. I just got off the phone with friends of mine in New Mexico and Colorado. They’re all research scientists or work with the National Weather Service. This system—we can’t call it Hurricane Tomas anymore, but...anyway, it has the potential to be a wind-maker for quite some time.” She looked at Kathy. “And there’s dust storms popping up along the Arizona-New Mexico border that are some of the biggest they’ve seen in the past few years.” She shrugged. “It’s a hot mess everywhere you look.”

“It’s still centered over Phoenix,” Kathy interjected. “We think the whole system has stalled out.”

“Phoenix? I thought it was over Flagstaff?” asked Salinas.

“The cold front from Canada pushed it a little further south, but it looks like things are stabilizing into a massive, stalled front,” Isabel clarified. She clenched her hands together. “Sir, my husband is in Sedona right now...”

Salinas put a comforting hand on her shoulder and gave a slight squeeze. “I’m sure he’s okay—you said he worked for NWS, right?” She nodded. “I’ll make some calls when we take off and see what I can find out. Would that help?”

Isabel blinked as her vision blurred. “Yes—thank...thank you, sir.”

“Now,” Salinas continued as he took his hand off Isabel’s shoulder and straightened his sport coat, “what can we expect in the next 24 hours?”

“Intensifying winds,” Kathy began, “increased amount of dust in the air, reduced visibility...”

“Sir,” Isabel interrupted with an apologetic look. “If this thing acts like the Dust Bowl storms of the 1930s, we can expect more problems than reduced visibility. The dust will get into everything. It’s almost impossible—unless you’re in a hermetically sealed room—to keep the fine particulate matter out.” Salinas looked pensive, but didn’t say anything. He nodded for her to continue.

“In the worst case, the dust will act like volcanic ash—it’ll tear up the inner lining of people’s lungs—animals, too. Anyone caught outside risks permanent damage to their pulmonary system. Not to mention electrical disruption—”

“How is that going to happen?” Salinas said sharply. “How can dust disrupt—”

“The amount of dust in the air creates an enormous amount of static electric charge. We have dozens upon dozens of accounts from the Dust Bowl—people saw lightning in the storms, cars and radios shorted out...”

“Sir!” someone called from the other side of the hangar where a group of people milled in front a TV. “You should see this!”

Isabel and Kathy followed the governor across the hangar to the TV. 

"... scenes from Sedona are both unexpected and serve as a warning to residents to take this storm seriously," a reporter’s voice intoned. 

Isabel's hand flew to her mouth as the red-tinted landscape came into focus. The camera shook as billowing dust rolled past a window where the news crew had taken shelter. In the street, a car rolled by, it's headlights almost completely absorbed by the raging storm.

The scene shifted to shaky, hand-held footage from a cell phone that included the words ‘earlier today.’ As the reporter rambled on about the severity of the storm, Isabel focused on the voices of people in the video clip, shouting as a wall of dust swept up over a rocky ridge and down into a valley. It looked like a fluffy, slow moving tidal wave.

"That's the Chapel of the Holy Cross!" Isabel said as she pointed at the screen. At the same time, ‘Sedona, Arizona’ appeared in the top corner marquee.

Kathy touched Isabel's arm. "He'll be fine..." she said in a subdued, unconvincing voice.

The staffers and aides murmured as they absorbed the new information. Governor Salinas stood next to his assistant and frowned, his arms crossed.

"The remnants of hurricane Tomas,” the reporter said, “now downgraded to a tropical depression, are still packing winds in excess of 30 to 40 miles an hour. Several gusts have been recorded at the Flagstaff Pulliam Airport, topping 60 miles an hour. The storm is still very dangerous, folks, and now that it's merged with a stationary cold front, we can expect windy conditions—and these peripheral dust storms will continue over the next several days."

"And as we saw earlier," another reporter off-camera said, segueing into an interview clip, "Dr. Lisa Kowalski from the National Weather Service believes that this is just the beginning."

The image on the screen showed billowing red clouds of dust barreling down a street, knocking trash cans over. People, shirts and jackets pulled up over heads, ran for cover with cell phones out as flashlights. The video switched to a blonde woman wearing a tight ponytail sitting behind a desk. She was in a small office, the space behind her contained people moving from computer stations to screens.

"This storm needs to be taken seriously, there's no doubt about that, but at this point we don't have enough information to suggest that this is a wide scale event. However, due to the sheer size of the system, we’re urging authorities to institute appropriate reactive measures."

"Why are we still waiting around?" Salinas asked no one in particular.

"Sir, the FAA's giving us a hassle for trying to take off on short notice. The pilots are filing a flight plan now—" began his administrative assistant.

"Then why aren’t we all on board?"

The assistant blinked once, then turned to the rest of the group. "Okay everybody, let's go ahead and board. Grab all your carry-ons, let's go. We want to be ready as soon as the pilots get back."

The crowd broke up to tend to their luggage and begin the boarding process. Isabel turned to Kathy. "I don't know when they taped that segment with Dr. Kowalski, but no one's been able to contact the National Weather Service station in Sedona for over an hour now."

Kathy paused, her backpack halfway over her shoulders. "What do you mean no one has been able to contact Sedona?"

"My colleagues in New Mexico—they've been in close contact with the weather station, and they said it went dark about an hour ago. Right when the worst of the dust storm would've been hitting Sedona. I was trying to find out if anyone had heard from Derek and they said the whole station is offline." Isabel wrung her hands and grimaced. “I’m really scared, Kathy.”

Kathy looked from Isabel to the TV which had been muted when the governor started talking. Scenes of people scurrying across streets as clouds of red dust filled every square inch of the screen flashed by. Images from Flagstaff, Sedona, and a few from Phoenix heightened the reality that the storm was bigger than anyone had expected. 

"The governor’s taking this serious, Isabel, and getting back as fast as possible is our best option to do anything positive right now. For anyone..."

Isabel adjusted her satchel, her knuckles white on the strap. "Kathy," she said urgently as she took the other woman's arm. "These dust storms are spreading faster than anybody thought. Flying might not be the safest option—"

"I agree," Governor Salinas said, suddenly at her side. He watched the rest of his team clamber up the jet’s gangway. "But at this point, we don't have much of a choice. If the FAA shuts us down, we’ll be forced to take ground transportation back, and by the time we arrange for a bus or limo service or something and then drive—it'll be days before we get back to Flagstaff. We don't have that kind of time, especially if what you told me—and what were seeing on TV is accurate," he said with a tilt of his head toward the TV.

“I'm right,” Isabel said firmly.

"Then you can do the most good for the people of Arizona—and your husband—by briefing me in the air, helping me put together an action plan, and getting back home as fast as possible."

"Sir...my husband was in Sedona—"

"Yes,” Salinas said as he checked his cell phone for last-minute messages. “Yes, you mentioned that.”

"The meteorologist we saw on TV—she worked at the Sedona weather station.” She glanced at Kathy before looking at the governor again. “My contacts in New Mexico say they lost communication with that weather station an hour ago when the storm hit Sedona."

The governor looked up from his phone. "Have there been reports of power loss in Sedona?"

"Sporadic reports,” Kathy advised, “mostly centered around Flagstaff, but we have been seeing indications that at least parts of Sedona are without power at the moment.”

Salinas frowned. "Do we have projections on what we can expect with power loss?" he asked as he pocketed his cell phone.

"My team’s working on it at the moment, sir—I should have something more concrete for you in the next thirty minutes."

Salinas gave a tight, strange smile to Kathy. “Good.” He turned and looked at the TV screen one more time. The image had shifted back to a Weather Service studio where two meteorologists, missing their suit jackets with sleeves rolled up and ties loosened, pointed at charts, temperature readings, and dust indexes.

“Sir,” his assistant said, as he pointed across the hangar.

"Finally..." Salinas exhaled.

Their pilots emerged from a small office and one flashed a thumbs-up sign. The other was on his cell phone, nodding. At the same time, several mechanics appeared for last-minute preflight checks on the Gulfstream. Another opened the towering hangar doors, allowing bright Kansas sunlight to pour into the building. 

Isabel took a moment to close her eyes, soak up the warmth of the sun and inhaled the scent of freshly cut hay from fields that surrounded the airport. All that hay had been grown with water siphoned off the Ogallala Aquifer. Another contribution to the problem they now faced in Arizona. 

Isabel opened her eyes and stared out at the placid farmland. If her fears were correct, it wouldn't be long before the angry beast that had been unleashed in Arizona made its way north. Kansas would likely feel the effects of dust storms in a matter of days—if not hours.

"Okay, people," the governor said, raising his voice to echo through the hangar. "We’ve got our clearance, let's get this show on the road! We’ve got a lot of people counting on us back home, and we’re not doing them any good here."

"You coming?" Kathy asked when Isabel didn't immediately follow like everyone else.

Isabel swallowed hard, her throat suddenly dry. "Did I ever tell you I hate flying?"

"Don't worry about it," Kathy said with a lopsided smile. "We flew up on this—it's a lot smoother than the big jets. These pilots really know what they're doing.” When Isabel didn’t react to her reassurances, Kathy continued. “It'll be fine—you'll see. The in-flight service is a heck of a lot better than anything you’ll find on a commercial airline. Salinas spared no expense."

Still, Isabel was the last to board. The one comfort she took with her was the fact that her children were safe with Derek's parents, far out of range of the storms threatening Santa Fe.

The flight attendant stood at the open hatch and beckoned her with a smile to come up the steps. Just when she started to move down the steps to help, Isabel scrounged up enough courage to offer a weak smile. As Isabel climbed the steps, she glanced past the polished nose of the aircraft toward the open farmland and the runway beyond. Thinking of her husband, Isabel set her jaw and marched up the steps. The governor was right. She couldn't do anyone any good trapped in Kansas. 

It was time to go home.
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Lavoy Residence

Two miles northwest of Santa Fe, New Mexico
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Riley's feet hit the gravel, and he was already moving around the back of the truck before he realized what he was doing.

"Riley!" his grandfather barked, bringing him to an instant stop. “Don’t charge in there half-cocked, boy." He grunted as he pulled himself out of the passenger seat, then untied the tarp by the front corner of the bed. "Daggummit. These old hands ain’t what they used to be. Get this tarp out of my way, would you?"

Riley rushed over, one eye on the front door. "What the heck is going on in there?" he asked in a tight voice as he ripped the knot apart and peeled back the tarp.

His grandfather mumbled something incoherent, reached inside the truck bed, and withdrew a large revolver that looked like it belonged to Billy the Kid.

"I didn't see that in the gun safe..." Riley began.

His grandfather grinned as he pulled a handful of cartridges from the same container of prepackaged government food from which he’d taken the revolver. "A smart man doesn't keep all his eggs in one basket, boy." He turned and nodded toward the front door. "You go on, knock on that door, I'm right behind you."

Riley stood there for a moment as he watched his grandfather’s arthritic hands fumble with the cartridges until they slipped home into the revolver’s open chamber. "You sure you got that, grandpa?"

The old man put the last two cartridges in without looking, giving his grandson barely a glance. "I’ve done this a few times before..." With a practiced flip of his wrist, he spun the barrel and snapped it closed in one smooth motion. "Well, go on then."

Riley turned and rushed for the house, spurred on by the raised voices inside. He got to the front door, thankful no one had locked it yet, and pulled it open to see the huge man standing in the foyer. He faced the opposite direction with one massive fist raised in the air. 

Riley took in the scene and confusion instantly clouded his mind. To his left, Cassandra stood in the middle of the living room, her hands over her mouth. The short, skinny stranger—Nico—stood in the entrance to the living room, his back to Cassandra, and a wicked smile plastered on his face that made him look vampiric. Like the enforcer, his eyes were focused on something—or someone—further down the hallway. 

Nico noticed Riley's intrusion quick enough and the smile vanished. "Ricky," he snapped. "We have company."

The enforcer turned, his fist still raised in the air. His feet and legs slid smoothly into a fighter’s stance in the blink of an eye. The giant had completely changed the direction of his attack and taken Riley by surprise. He narrowed his eyes on a new target.

"Help me!" a voice called out down the hallway—a girl’s voice.

Riley ducked quickly to the right, completely missing the widow-maker aimed at his face. Some part of his brain recognized the wind that ruffled his hair as the big fist barely missed his cheek. The rest of his existence was focused on the stunning example of a woman cowering before him. 

She was a younger, smaller version of Cassandra. Not as tall as Riley, and with the same cascading trusses as her mother, only without the wrinkles that time inevitably brought to anyone who lived in the desert. She appeared to be around his age—perhaps a little older—but in the split-second that Riley dodged the enforcer’s punch, their eyes locked, and he knew he wouldn't be able to walk away from the fight. 

Whether his grandfather wanted to deal with the two strangers in his neighbor's house or not was irrelevant—Riley wasn't leaving until he knew the girl was safe. He’d never experienced such an overwhelming urge to protect something or someone—not even with his long-term girlfriend.

He didn't have time to think any further about his failed relationship before the professional fighter in front of him recognized he'd missed and swung back with his elbow, ready to crush Riley's skull from behind. However, with the speed only youth can provide, Riley ducked the elbow strike and felt the impact reverberate through the door frame as he stumbled sideways into the house.

His grandfather's voice cut through the screaming and shouting like a clap of thunder. "And that's about as far as this is going to go."

Riley had tucked himself into a roll and hauled himself back up on the balls of his feet, his fists clenched, to the side of the enforcer. He frowned. He wasn’t quite in front of the girl—where instinct urged him to be.

"You got a fine looking museum piece there, old-timer," Nico, the baldheaded thug, crowed.

"You know how to use that?" the enforcer rumbled, his voice like a hundred boulders rolling downhill. His words were so full of menace they made the hair on the back of Riley's neck stand up and his shoulders tense in response.

Milton Stagg calmly cocked the hammer on the big revolver and raised it with an arm far more steady than Riley had expected to see. The barrel aimed square at the enforcer's nose. "Keep at it and you'll find out."

The enforcer took a second glance at the ancient revolver in the ancient hand, and uncurled his mighty fist. He slowly raised his hands. "Nico," he said out of the corner of his mouth, never taking his eyes off the weapon. "It's loaded."

"Well," Milton cooed. "You're not as dumb as you look. Now stand over there by your painted friend so I can get in out of the wind."

"Don't move," Nico growled.

The big man finally tore his gaze from the revolver, glanced over one beefy shoulder, then looked back at the steel in Milton’s eyes. He nodded slowly.

"I told you not to move," snapped Nico.

"I do believe he'll shoot,” responded the enforcer. He stepped aside, placed his back against the wall and kept his hands up.

"You could learn a lot from your big friend here regarding manners," Milton said as he shuffled in through the door.

Nico took a menacing step toward Milton. "I should take that gun from you and—"

Riley grinned. There was no way he'd ever be able to match the raw power and strength of the massive enforcer in the corner, but Nico, the skinny little man, was a whole other matter. Riley raised himself to his full 6’2” and stretched his shoulders as he stepped forward, equally menacingly.

As if seeing him for the first time, Nico glanced at the younger, much stronger man, and recoiled, stepping close to his enforcer. "Look—we don't want any trouble."

"For somebody who don't want any trouble, you look like your startin’ some." Milton didn't take his eyes off the enforcer and kept the revolver pointed square at the man's massive chest. "You okay, Fiona?" He called.

"Yes—yes, Mr. Stagg. Thank you."

Riley turned from Nico and looked at ‘Fiona’ and blinked. "You know my grandfather?"

"You're his grandson?" she asked with an equally confused look on her face.

"Fiona!" Cassandra wailed from the living room. "I told you to stay in your room!"

Nico licked his lips and attempted to regain some of the composure he’d lost when Riley stepped between him and Fiona. "My dear Cassandra—you never told me you had such a...lovely...daughter—how rude."

"What was all the shouting about?" Milton demanded.

"What shouting?" Nico asked, finally regaining control of himself. He raised his hands in a confused gesture. "We were just having a nice conversation until you barged in waving that gun."

Milton grunted. "And I'm the Prince of Persia. One more try."

"I heard them shouting," Fiona said from behind Riley. "I came out of my room to find out what was going on when I saw these two,” she said, pointing at Nico and Ricky, “standing here threatening my mom."

"Oh, come now..." Nico complained weakly. He turned and looked at Cassandra, and the smile on his face vanished. Milton couldn't see it from his angle, but Riley could just make out the threatening glare leveled on Cassandra by the smaller man. "I think you misunderstood. Tell her, Cassie. We’re old friends."

"I...Fiona..." Cassandra stammered, fiddling with her dress, her hands moving from her waist to her stomach.

“I’ve asked you to stop calling me that silly Irish name...”

Riley looked at her. I like it, he wanted to say. He looked back at his grandfather.

"Go on, then, Cassie. Tell us how you’re old friends," Milton said, leveling an equally wicked look at Nico. "I'd love to hear that story."

Riley turned to Fiona. She shifted her weight to one foot, and her hip jutted out at an exquisite angle as she crossed her arms. "Yeah, I'd like to hear this, too. Mom, you told me you were through with all this garbage."

"Tsk tsk,” Nico said with a shake of his head. “Disparaging another person's religious beliefs—and here I thought we were in the 21st century..."

"I just...we're old friends...” Cassandra blurted, flustered. “Like he said...I just owe him some money—"

Nico laughed, cutting her off. "Some money? You owe the Grove quite a bit of money, Cassandra. I believe the discussion includes the deed to your property..."

Fiona gasped. "Mom!"

Milton shook his head. Riley saw a bead of sweat dribble down the side of the octogenarian’s face. "I've heard about enough of this nonsense. You two need to clear on out of here."

"Oh, it doesn't work that way, old timer." Nico smiled. "We’re not going anywhere until we finish with the Grove's business."

"Are you talking about a bunch of trees?" Riley asked. Behind him, Fiona snorted. Emboldened, he pressed on: "I think my grandfather's right—you two should leave."

"I'm calling the cops," Fiona said, digging in her pocket for a phone.

"No!" Cassandra yelled, stepping forward toward Nico. “No...no cops. Please. Fiona.”

Nico smiled once more, slow and wide. "You should listen to your mother, Fiona," he said, putting an emphasis on her name that made Riley's skin crawl. He turned and looked at Milton, giving the old man a good long look. "Lower your arm, you look like an idiot. No one's gonna get shot here today." 

Nico slapped the back of his hand against his associate’s wide chest. “Come on.” He adjusted his duster, giving himself some semblance of dignity as he stepped toward the door. "This isn't over, Cassandra. Your friends here have interfered with Grove business. I'll have to inform the Grove of your failure to uphold your end of the contract."

"Wait!” Cassandra wailed. “Nico—please..."

Nico shrugged. "Our business here is concluded." He turned a hard gaze on Milton and Riley. "For now."

Milton lowered his revolver, but kept it at the ready. "Might want to get your little buddy out of here," he said to the hulking enforcer who'd finally lowered his massive arms. "Wind’s startin’ to pick up. I'm afraid he might blow away."

Nico sneered at Milton as he stepped through the doorway and blinked in the sunlight. "You coming or not?" he called over his shoulder and disappeared out of sight.

The big man nodded respectfully at Milton again, then turned and nodded at Riley. "It's not personal," he rumbled.

When his bulk shifted through the door and disappeared around the corner, following Nico, Milton exhaled. The old man sagged against the wall and dropped the revolver on the floor with a clatter. 

Riley was at his side in a heartbeat. "Grandpa!"

"Get him in here," Fiona commanded. “Sit him down on the sofa.”

"Oh...oh, no! What have you done?" Cassandra all but shrieked.

Fiona stepped behind Riley to shut the front door and made a point of locking it. "What have I done? Mom, what are you mixed up in?"

Riley left the women to argue as he helped his grandfather limp across the living room and deposited him gently on the couch. The lemonade was still where they'd left it on the footstool. He grabbed his grandfather’s glass. "Here, drink this."

"I'm getting too old for this..." Milton groaned as he brought the cool glass of lemonade to his lips with a trembling hand.

"That was pretty awesome, though," Riley said with a lopsided grin. 

The old man drank, then smacked his lips and smiled. He winked at his grandson. "It was, wasn't it?"

"...my business!" yelled Cassandra. She turned, glared at Riley and Milton on the couch for a moment. "Everyone's in my business!" she yelled.

Fiona stood by the front door, her face flushed, and some hair loose from the ponytail behind her head. She straightened her hair and ran her hands down her shorts. "I am so sorry about that," she said as she stepped around her fuming mother into the living room. "And thank you," she added. "Thank you both," she said, with a nod towards Riley.

"All right, you can dispense with the pleasantries,” Milton grumbled.  “Sit your butt down, young lady," he commanded as he pointed first at Cassandra, then at the armchair opposite the couch. 

Cassandra hesitated, then sighed and her shoulders slumped. Like a scolded child, she shuffled into the room and plopped down on the chair. Fiona followed her and stood behind her mother.

"Start from the beginning,” Milton barked. “What in tarnation is going on around here?" He glanced out the window behind Cassandra. "And you might want to make it snappy. That duster’s almost on us, and we need to get back home."
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Remote Observation Station

National Weather Service Sedona

3 miles east of Sedona, Arizona

––––––––
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Derek shook his phone, as if that might do any good. He grimaced. It made him feel better, but didn’t change the fact that he had no signal and there was a disturbing amount of red dust in his phone’s charging port. 

A few feet away, Lisa picked through the rubble and took a knee next to the young man. She pulled out her phone and glanced at it while she brushed the hair out of her face. "All the land lines are down—I already tried from the back office." She turned back to Luke and gently raised the young man to his feet before pulling him away from the body on the floor.

"We can't...” he mumbled, “we can't just leave him..." Luke said in a trembling voice, his hands soaked in blood and his face covered in dust.

"We won't—we’ll take care of—we’ll take care of Bruce," Lisa said as she looked at Derek for reassurance. "Won’t we, Mr. Stagg?"

Derek put his phone away. "Sure, we will.” He cleared his throat and began to dig through the wreckage at his feet. “Anybody got a coat or something I can cover the—so I can keep the dust off Dr. Stevens?"

"Here," Luke said as he stripped off his bloody University of Arizona sweatshirt. "This will keep him warm until the ambulance gets here," he said as he handed it to Derek. 

Lisa nodded over Luke’s shoulder at Derek and turned him away. "Come on, Luke, let's sit down for a minute. Are you hurt? There's a first aid kit around here somewhere...I know we have bottled water in the back. I just need a light..."

Derek stripped the flashlight from his backpack and tossed it to her. "Here you go. Let me take care of Dr. Stevens, and I'll come help you. And it's Derek, by the way. Mr. Staggs is my father," he said with a lopsided grin that he didn't feel. 

As Lisa disappeared into the back room, Derek turned and carefully covered what he could see of the corpse with Luke's sweatshirt. He sat on his heels and closed his eyes, placing his hand on the dead man's covered forehead. "I don't know who you were, and I'm sorry things turned out this way, but I promise you I'll do my best to take care of your friends until we can find help. It's all I can do..."

Derek stood and coughed—the dust in the air tickled the back of his throat. He stepped past Luke and tried to fit through the door he’d partially opened for Lisa, only to be stuck by his backpack.

He quickly dropped the pack with its jangling tools to the floor and made sure his canteen wouldn't get in the way, then slid sideways through the door, barely fitting. He blinked in the absolute darkness beyond and adjusted the canteen at his hip. "Dr. Kowalski?"

His flashlight flared off to the right and swung around to point at him. "It's Lisa, by the way. And I'm over here. It's a straight shot from where you are, and there's nothing in the way on the floor. Just follow the light. Supply closet’s back here."

Derek groped his way through the darkness until he stood next to her. "It's not much," she apologized. “I guess it’s not like anybody stayed here overnight or anything unless they had to." She shined his light on a government-issue folding cot tucked neatly to the side. Next to it was a half-empty case of water, a box of emergency food rations, and a large first aid kit in a duffel bag.

"We're supposed to have this whole cabinet filled with supplies, but nobody ever really paid attention to all the orders from headquarters." She raised the flashlight and illuminated shelving covered in papers and boxes of printouts and instruments. The top shelf held a row of old monitors.

Derek grinned. He reached for a bottle of water, handed her one, and took the top off another. "You got water—that's all I care about right now, Dr.—Lisa," he said as an afterthought before he drained half the bottle. Wiping his mouth with the back of one dirty hand, he spat mud on the floor. "Shoot—forgot about that..." He took the rest of the bottle and poured it into the canteen at his hip. It took another bottle and a half to fill up the liter sized container.

"You don't want to drink that first?" Lisa asked as she took a sip from her own bottle.

"First things first, I want to refill this canteen in case we get cut off from this," he said as he pointed at the water supply. "That boulder out there was knocked loose recently and was resting on the path. Between the wind and the sand, the gravel underneath it was eroded enough that it fell down the rest of the way. I don’t want to take any chances that won't happen again before we get help."

"I suppose you're right..." she agreed in a flat voice.

Derek gently took the flashlight from her and shined it on her face. Her eyes glazed over. "You're exhausted," he observed with a frown.

"Aren't you?" she asked listlessly.

"You have no idea," he breathed, feeling the pain in his lower back and legs again. His fall from the instrument mast had been overshadowed by the storm and the boulder, but now his body forced him to remember his day had been longer than the scientists’ so far. "But I know if we don't get some food and water in us, we’re going to go into shock pretty quick." He frowned again as he noticed his free hand trembling while he tried to open the box of MREs. 

That's not good...

"Come on,” he said, giving up opening the box. “Let's take these out there where we can see. We need to eat something while we wait out the storm. Maybe the cell towers will open back up once the dust settles."

"That's a good idea..." Lisa agreed, her voice remote and distant. She watched him without moving as he clipped the flashlight to his belt and picked up the box of surplus rations. He turned and faced her. “Carry as much water as you can and we’ll set up out in the main room."

"Okay," she said without emotion and bent to the task at hand.

When they emerged back into the main room, Derek and Lisa found Luke still sitting where he’d been placed, staring at a cubicle wall that held a dangling map of Arizona. The map fluttered in the weak breeze that made its way through the ruined office, and a fine layer of red dust had settled on the desk in front of the kid.

"Look, we found food and water," Derek said, trying to inject cheerfulness into his voice.

Luke didn't say anything or even blink. Derek glanced over at the dead body still covered in the bloody sweatshirt. He half-expected Dr. Stevens to sit up. The day so far had proven to be crazy enough that he wouldn't be surprised to see zombies make an appearance.

"Okay...does anybody have a cell signal? Mine’s out," he asked.

"Me too," Lisa said as she looked at her phone. Her hands trembled as she looked up at him. "We’re on our own."

Derek shook his head. "We'll be fine. We just need to hole up here until we can get a call through and have an ambulance show up for...for Dr. Stevens."

Lisa shook her head again, more fire returning to her eyes. "No, you don't understand—we’re on our own. We’re not going to get a cell signal back—the storm front has stalled. That's what Bruce and I were arguing over," she said as she gestured at the body. She turned away quickly, gathered herself, then turned back to Derek. "I told him I thought the storm was moving on, that it would roll through and we’d pick up the pieces. He was convinced, so sure that what remains of the hurricane was stalling out over Phoenix with the cold front sweeping down from Montana. If he was right, then the storm isn't going anywhere for several days."

"It's going to intensify," Luke muttered, nodding to himself.

"What?" Derek and Lisa said at the same time, equally shocked by the young man's statement.

"Dr. Stevens..." Luke said in a weak voice. "He said it was going to intensify...he warned me," Luke added, then looked up at them with red, glistening eyes. "He warned me...before he...before..."

Derek wiped at his face again. "This day just keeps getting better and better..." he muttered. He looked up at Lisa. "Okay, so we can't get word to Sedona for help, and if the storm's gonna stick around and maybe get worse," he said as he nodded at Luke, "then we don't have any choice—we have to leave."

"No," Luke said forcefully, standing up from his seat on an upturned file cabinet. "No! We can't leave Dr. Stevens!"

"Luke...” Lisa said softly. “Derek is right—we have to warn Sedona. We didn't get a chance to get the word out before the boulder took out power to the building."

"Won't one of the other stations send out an alert?" asked Derek.

"Yes, of course—" Lisa said impatiently. "But they won't be able to do it nearly as fast as we can...could. It might be tonight before enough data is gathered from the other locations on the periphery of the storm. We’re right in the heart of it, we have the ability to warn people hours before the rest of them can figure out what's going on! We have to do everything we can to spread the word to Sedona. There's thousands of people down there, but they don't know they're going to be facing these conditions for hours, perhaps days."

Derek opened another bottle of water and drained it, then tossed the empty plastic container into the pile of rubble behind Luke. Isabel would likely have given him a playful punch in the arm for that bit of littering, as much as she was always carrying on about protecting the environment, but at the moment, Derek didn't give a rip. The environment had tried to kill him, so he wasn't feeling generous. 

"Fine—but I guess it's up to us to get to Sedona." He put his hands on his hips. "My work truck’s parked out front. It's a four-by-four because I have to go up and down some pretty sketchy areas to service weather stations like yours. Anybody got anything better?"

"I just have...I just have a car..."

"I ride a motorcycle," Luke said absently.

Derek pinched the bridge of his nose and sighed. "Okay...the government didn't give me a big crew cab, so all I got is a single bench seat up front. It's gonna be a tight squeeze by the time we pack in all the gear we need to take." He looked around the office. "We need to take as much water and food as we can."

"Why?" Luke said as he stared at Derek, incredulous. "Sedona's like, what—10 minutes down the access road?"

"On a clear day, sure," Derek said as he bent down to pick up the remains of the case of water. "Right now?” He shook his head. “Luke, we should be able to see my truck right there through that hole in the wall," Derek said as he jerked his head over one shoulder. "It's gonna take us a while to get to Sedona without rolling off the road and down into a ravine. I don't know about you, but I've been through enough today. Getting into an accident isn’t high on my priority list."

"No, no of course not,” Lisa agreed quickly. “Come on Luke, help me carry some of this stuff." She turned Luke away and directed him toward the box of prepackaged food. "I have a get home bag at my desk," she said, pointing toward the back room. "If I could borrow your flashlight again, I’ll go get it. I've got a change of clothes and hiking shoes in there, too."

Derek arched an eyebrow. As a remote location technician, Derek also had a get home bag in the truck, with spare clothes, first aid equipment, bottled water, and some protein bars. It was enough to see him safely through a few nights in the bush, but he was more than surprised to see a scientist in an honest-to-God lab coat saying the same thing.

"Hey, we work out here in the middle of nowhere. My car has had flat tires coming up the access road before—I got stuck out here one time," she said as she raised one grubby, dirt-caked finger. "Had to spend the night in my car, and I swear by all that’s good and holy, I’ll never do that again."

Derek balanced the half-filled water bottle on his hip and handed over his flashlight. "Good for you, Doc. Okay, Luke—you got that food? Follow me. Let's stage it up here at the front of the building, and I'll take it out to the truck."

"I can help," Luke said defiantly.

"Unless you guys have more safety gear than you're letting on, I think I'm the only one here with any eye protection. It's not worth risking getting this stuff in your eyes, kid. I can take it to the truck, and then you guys throw a blanket—or coat or something—over your heads and I'll walk you out to the truck."

"Oh...oh, okay," Luke said.

"Let's go," Derek ordered as he picked his way through the rubble toward the boulder and the gaping opening in the front of the building. "The sooner we make it to Sedona, the better." 

I'll never hear the end of it if Isabel doesn't hear from me soon—I've got to let her know I'm okay...
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30,000 feet over southwest Kansas

––––––––
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Not five minutes after takeoff, Isabel Stagg clutched the armrests of her seat with white knuckles and stared at the glass tumbler on the serving tray above her knees. The weighted glass stayed put as the jet rumbled through the air at thousands of feet over Kansas, but the liquid didn't slosh out. 

Isabel had opted for a simple Diet Coke with ice. To quell the fear that coiled in her stomach like a snake, she focused all of her attention on the dark liquid bubbling and churning in the glass every time the plane shook.

Next to her, Kathy sat reading a report, one hand holding her own glass. She glanced up at Isabel for a moment and cracked a wry smile. "You should relax...focus...didn't you say you still needed to make phone calls? This thing’s equipped with in-flight calling...no charge!" She took a sip of her drink and looked at the papers in her lap. "Focusing on my work always takes my mind off flying. I'm not a fan either,” she added conspiratorially.

"Saying I'm not a fan," Isabel said, then squeezed her eyes shut tight as the plane bumped through a knot of turbulence, “is the understatement of the decade...” She felt cold sweat trickling down her back, and tried once more without success to lower her heart rate.

Kathy put the paper away, then crossed her legs. "Okay, then let's think of  something to take your mind off the flight. Tell me about your family."

Isabel had to admit, Kathy’s distraction tactic worked...sort of. She told Kathy about Derek, their children Riley and Rebecca, and the life they had in Arizona. By the time Kathy had coaxed her into talking about the kids helping Milton and Gladys move into their new house, Isabel had relaxed to the point that she was no longer worried about ripping the armrests off her seat.

But she was still sweating and couldn’t open her eyes. Her heart pounded in her chest every time the plane vibrated or twitched, but at least she wasn’t on the verge of a panic attack.

"There, see? It's not so bad," Kathy said with a dramatic wave of her hand at Isabel. "Now, is there anything I can help you with as far as now? Usually on trips like this, the governor’s time is monopolized by the other guys," Kathy said with a frown toward the assistant press secretary, seated next to her boss a few rows up. The two men had their heads together, talking quietly. "But as soon as we land, Salinas is going to want a full cabinet meeting, and he'll probably want you there to give everyone an update. Is there anything I can help you with from the Division?"

Isabel reached for her drink with a slightly trembling hand. "Not at the moment," she said, still intently focused on the liquid in the glass. "What I really need are measurements and readings from both inside and outside the affected areas—if we want to know how this will spread," she said as she brought the glass to her lips and took a sip. "I need to know how dry the soil is and how bad the topsoil erosion is in New Mexico and Colorado. I've got a pretty good feel about what it’s like in Arizona, but I don't know about outside our state."

Kathy regarded her for a second. "How does what's going on in New Mexico make a difference to us in Arizona?" She held up a hand to stop Isabel. "I'm not criticizing—I'm just playing devil’s advocate here—I'm pretty sure the governor will ask the same question."

"Well," Isabel said as she closed her eyes when the plane trembled for a split second. "I suppose ultimately what I'm trying to find out is if the conditions are right for a backflow to be created from the disturbed soil in New Mexico."

Kathy nodded, placed her glass on the tray in front of her, and pulled up her tablet. "The Wi-Fi on this thing is slow, but it's there...give me a second, I just thought of a report that I want you to take a look at."

"Me? Does it have to do with soil erosion?"

Kathy smirked. "Sort of. Oh, here it is." She turned her tablet around and handed it to Isabel. Isabel skimmed the first couple paragraphs. "This is a...what exactly is a SCADA device?"

Kathy nodded. "It's a supervisory control and data acquisition system. They’re small independent little computers, basically set up in shacks along pipelines and dams and...oh, I don't know, any place where you need someone to pay attention to a routine, mechanized task, but you don't want to have an actual person sitting there 24-7. These computers will monitor the situation at a specific point and can even perform maintenance tasks like keeping valves open or closed, depending on the conditions. The technology has been around for years,” she explained, before taking a sip from her drink. “It’s all interconnected through the Internet, so as long as we have a good signal these things can operate. They use them on major pipelines, like the one that runs between Phoenix and Tucson," Kathy add as she tapped the screen and pulled up a map for Isabel.

"I never knew that was there,” Isabel said.

Kathy grinned. "That's the way we like it. If these things are doing their job right, nobody should ever know they're there. Not only is it essential for transmitting oil and petroleum products over vast distances, but from a security standpoint it's better if...disruptive people don't know pipelines like this exist."

"Wait a minute..." Isabel said as she tapped back to the incident report Kathy had originally shown her. "According to this report, the energy company...uh, AZPower and Light, reported a spike in energy consumption coming from this particular junction box along the pipeline an hour ago.” She looked up. “That was when the storm passed through Sedona."

Kathy nodded. "That's what I wanted you to look at. What are the chances that dust can cause this? You said something about static electricity discharge back at the conference?”

Isabel pursed her lips. “First, how are these SCADA things shielded? I mean, I assume they're not just sitting there attached to the side of the pipeline, right?"

Kathy nodded. “Most of them are in their own little computer shacks, like access huts, posted at positions along the pipeline...or they’re buried inside the pipeline itself, I suppose. In this particular instance, the devices are used to control the flow of oil through the pipeline. When demand increases, they adjust the valves accordingly or restrict flow in the event of an emergency," Kathy explained. "Regardless, there shouldn't be an energy consumption spike at any of these substations. It doesn't make any sense."

Isabel shook her head. "It makes perfect sense to me. This area has been feeling the brunt of the southeastern side of the storm since the beginning. Who knows how much dust is floating in the air down there!” She shook her head. “And it's been like that for almost 24 hours—that's a lot of dust seeping through cracks and gaps."

"So you think the static electricity is causing the problem?" Kathy asked as she leaned closer and lowered her voice. “Is this something we need to bring to the governor's attention or...?"

Isabel nodded and took another drink from her Diet Coke, surprising herself when the plane shook and she didn't even flinch. "It's not a critical worry right now—at least I don't think it is. I’m no expert on these things, but I don't think the storms have been building enough to generate the kind of static electrical discharge—yet—needed to cause power problems in specific locations like this. On a citywide scale, sure, things are gonna start to go wrong. But I think the bigger worry is dust getting inside the computer components and shorting things out. What would happen if some of these control valves malfunctioned?”

Kathy's face went pale. "There are backups to the backups, but if some of these go haywire, it could cause all kinds of problems, leading to a catastrophic failure of the pipeline itself."

Isabel blinked. "But that sounds like something the governor needs to know about. Right now.”

Kathy leaned back in her seat. "You heard all the fighting back there in the conference room," she said, then turned and looked out the window at the Kansas farmland rolling below them. "I'm on thin ice here, Isabel. I can't afford to sound like Chicken Little. I can bring it to his attention, but I can't push too hard—we don’t have an action plan. That's why I need to know what's going on and how bad this dust storm will affect the SCADA devices."

Isabel held her glass with both hands. "Unfortunately, I can't tell you anything more. I'm downloading data right now from the National Weather Service on the dust storm conditions, but until that’s complete—or somebody tells me otherwise—I just don't know."

"We need boots on the ground," Kathy observed. "I hate being trapped on this plane like this. I need to be down there, I need to taste the dirt in the air and see it for myself."

"In this situation, I agree with you,” Isabel said. “But I don't know how much use I'll be to you, because I’m not fully on board with whatever these devices are—and I didn't even know about the pipeline..."

Kathy unbuckled her seatbelt and grabbed her tablet. "Sit tight for a minute.”

“Where are you going?” Isabel asked.

“I want to give the governor a head’s up on this."

With Kathy gone, Isabel stared out the small window across the aisle. When the plane jumped in a sudden spat of turbulence, she was totally unprepared and dropped her drink. It managed to land upright on the tray, and only a little Diet Coke spilled out. Cursing her fingers, Isabel quickly wiped up the mess and apologized to the flight attendant, who stopped by to make sure everything was okay.

"Kind of a bumpy ride, huh?” Isabel asked in a nervous, shaky voice.

The flight attendant took the trash and smiled. "Oh, it's nothing unusual, ma’am. This time of year, the air is always a little turbulent as we cross the plains."

The attendant turned to move on to the next row, and the plane dropped suddenly. Isabel gasped as she lifted up out of her seat, stopped only by the restraining safety belt before slamming back down when the pilot corrected. The flight attendant appeared to jump through the air, then crumpled to the ground on one knee, sending the garbage bag flying forward. Throughout the cabin, glasses hit the floor and people gasped in surprise.

From down the aisle, Isabel watched Kathy struggle to get back to her feet. Beyond her, through the open cockpit door, the pilots tightened their safety harnesses.

With shaking hands, Isabel did the same thing. "Kathy! Get back here!"

Her friend smiled and waved her off, then got to her feet again and continued her conversation with the governor, pointing at the tablet.

"Are you okay?" Isabel called to the flight attendant, who struggled to get to her hands and knees as the plane shook again.

"I'll be okay," she offered with bravado that Isabel saw right through. "That was a bit bumpy, wasn't it?” She sat up and attempted to fix her hair.

The plane continued to shake, trembling as if driving over a rough road. Isabel pushed herself back into her seat, and clenched the armrests again with white knuckles. She clenched her jaw, closed her eyes, and prayed.

Outside, the muted, distant whine of the engines changed pitch slightly. It wasn't a major shift, but it was enough to catch Isabel's attention. Something had changed. With her heart attempting to break free of her rib cage, Isabel looked out the window again. Instead of the flat, never-ending landscape of Kansas—with its patchwork of dried dirt and green farms—Isabel saw a faint, smoky haze, as if they were passing through a wispy cloud.

The flight attendant made it to her feet, only to fall again when the plane shook and bucked like a bronco at a rodeo. Someone up front yelled in surprise, and a glass smashed. Salinas turned as Kathy hung from the back of his chair, and her wide-eyed, frightened expression told Isabel that something was definitely amiss.

"Kathy!" Isabel called as the plane shook again, each tremor more powerful than the one before. "Get back here before the plane tears itself apart!"

"Everyone, I need you in your seats and buckled up!” the attendant called when she was finally able to regain her feet.

Isabel watched with bated breath as Kathy struggled to move down the aisle, bouncing from seat to seat as the plane shook and twisted. She crashed painfully into the flight attendant and the two of them tumbled to the floor in a tangle of arms and legs and heels. As they got to their feet, another sudden drop in altitude made Isabel’s stomach climb up her throat. Her eyes widened in horror as Kathy flew up and smashed into the ceiling, followed by the flight attendant. 

A split second later, the pilot pulled them out of the dive, and both women crashed to the carpeted aisle. Kathy was up first, then helped the attendant. Sporting a bloody nose, Kathy finally stepped past Isabel, collapsed into her seat, and latched her safety belt together with shaking hands. The attendant moved forward to check on the other passengers before taking her position at the front of the plane near the cockpit.

"What's going on?" someone shouted. Isabel recognized the voice—Governor Salinas sounded concerned.

A moment later, Isabel heard the engines whine again. Everything clicked in her mind. She tried to get the flight attendant’s attention, but the woman was busy fastening someone’s seatbelt a couple rows ahead. "Miss!” Isabel yelled. She unbuckled her seatbelt and stood.

"What are you doing?" Kathy demanded as she dabbed the napkin at her bloodied nose. "Sit down before you get hurt!"

"We gotta get out of the dust!" Isabel yelled.

All conversation stopped, and everyone on the plane turned to look at Isabel. The attendant rushed forward. "What are you doing, ma'am? I need you to sit back in your seat—we’re entering some turbulent air—"

Isabel shrugged off the woman's advance. "We’re not in turbulent air, we’re in a dust cloud! We've got to go around it!"

The plane shook again, and the engines changed pitch. The pilots attempted to compensate. "That, right there!" Isabel shrieked as she pointed at the window. "We’re flying through upper level dust kicked out by the storm! It's going to act like volcanic ash and tear the engines apart if we don't clear—”

"Ma'am,” the attendant interjected, “trust me, the pilots know what they're doing. Now please return to your seat!"

The jostling increased. The plane trembled, shook, and shimmied as if it were a living thing trying to throw off the parasitic passengers that inhabited it. Isabel made it back to her seat with Kathy's help and strapped in. She closed her eyes and gripped the armrests. "We’re going to die, we’re going to die, we’re gonna die!"

"Get a hold of yourself," Kathy snarled. 

Isabel opened her eyes and looked down at her tray, where her glass of Diet Coke danced every time the plane shook. The deep cut out designed to hold the glass barely kept in place.

When the starboard engine overheated and exploded, the passengers screamed in terror. Isabel held her breath. As the pilots fought to gain control over the injured plane, Kathy screamed. Isabel joined in with her when the plane rolled over 90° and began to plummet toward the ground.
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Lavoy Residence

Two miles northwest of Santa Fe, New Mexico

––––––––
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Cassandra sat in the floral print armchair, her hands limp in her lap, her eyes staring at the wall above Milton's head. "What have you done?" she breathed.

"Seems to me, we just saved you from something nasty. You and your daughter," Milton added.

"Mom, who were those guys?" demanded Fiona. She moved away from the chair and leaned against a wall, hugging herself.

Riley's throat went dry as he thought about stepping up to her and draping a comforting arm around her shoulders.

"You hear me, boy?" Milton growled from the couch.

Riley blinked and looked over at his grandfather. "What?"

"What?" Milton parroted. "Stop making eyes at Cassie's daughter and watch the windows. I want to make sure them two jokers don't try something foolish and catch us with our pants down."

Riley's face burned as he glanced quickly at Fiona, then moved to the window as ordered.

"What kind of foolishness are you expecting?" she asked as she made space for Riley to peer out the windows.

"I wouldn’t be surprised if those knuckleheads decided to kick in the back door and take us by surprise," Milton grumbled. He turned his attention back to Cassandra. "Now, I need you to tell me exactly what's going on."

"You ruined everything,” she snapped, “that's what's going on.” She put her hands on either side of her face. “You just made my life a hundred times harder than it needed to be! I was going to pay them back,” Cassandra whined, “I didn't need you to step in and—”

"Hold up, Cassie," Milton interjected. "Why do you owe money to those two?"

Cassandra shook her head. "I don't owe money to them," she said bitterly. "I owe money to the people they work for—The Druid Grove." 

"Druid Grove?" Riley asked from the window. "You gotta be kidding me."

"Why does everyone say that?" Cassandra demanded. She stood up and clenched her hands into fists at her side. "Just because I'm not part of some Judeo-Christian—"

"Simmer down there, Cassie," Milton said as he raised a hand and forestalled further outbursts. "Ain’t no need to get into a religious debate. I don't give two hoots what you believe, but when some two-bit thugs show up threatening people I consider family, I take a real hard look at the situation." He lowered his hand, and his voice. "Now, please...tell me what's going on so I can help."

"I don't need your help," Cassie spat. She glared at Milton for a long moment, but sat just the same. "You already helped enough, Milton. I had everything under control.”

"Yeah, sure looked like it was under control,” Milton retorted. “Looked to me like they were about to rough you up—you don't bring a bruiser like that mountain Nico had with him if you ain’t meanin’ to use ‘im."

Riley turned from the window. "Why would you know that?"

"Keep your eyes on the driveway, boy," Milton snapped. He glanced at Fiona. “Darlin', can you go to the back of the house and keep watch?" He nodded at Riley. "Rico Suave over here doesn't know the layout as well as you do, I suppose."

Riley felt warmth rise in his cheeks again, all the way to the tips of his ears. His only consolation was that Becca wasn't there with them—if she were, he'd never hear the end of it.

He glanced at Fiona, saw her nod to his grandfather, then offer a shy, quick smile to him before she disappeared around the corner. “Nice to meet you, by the way.”

When Fiona was gone, Milton turned to Cassandra. "So? Spill it."

Cornered and alone, Cassandra finally relented. The resistance seemed to go out of her as she exhaled, and sagged back into the armchair. "I owe money to the Druids."

"Yes, we already established that," Milton said with a hint of impatience in his voice. "How much?"

"A lot," Cassandra breathed as she draped her forearm over her face. "When the inheritance money ran out, I was selling my artwork," she began.

"I thought you were doing pretty well at that?" Milton asked.

"I was...in the beginning. But I wasn't able to sell enough art to pay for Fiona to go to college..."

"She’s in college?" Riley blurted out.

Milton frowned. "I'll do the talking, boy, keep your hormones in line." He looked at Cassandra. "So you went to them to borrow money? Why didn’t you ask us?"

Cassandra sat up in her chair and glared at Milton. "Because I was embarrassed. A grown woman, unable to make enough money doing the job she's been doing her entire life...” She looked away. “I couldn’t even send her to community college.”

“Cassie...” Milton began.

“Milton, I've never taken anything from anyone in my entire life, and I wasn’t about to start by asking for handouts from you and Gladys. I...I couldn’t."

"Cassie," Milton said again. "Gladys and I would never have seen it as a handout. We would've drawn everything up fair and square and given you a better interest rate than these...Druids," he said, spitting the name.

"There, you see? That's another reason why I went to them. It's the way you think about us."

"Us?" Milton asked, blinking.

"Yes! Anybody of the faith is considered a freak, a cult member, someone to be ridiculed.” Cassandra frowned. “Don't look at me like that Milton, I saw the way you treated Nico! As soon as you saw the brotherhood tattoo on his cheek, you—”

"I don't care what he believes,” Milton replied. “Anybody fool enough to have a tattoo like that on their face deserves my ridicule, not my respect."

Cassandra pulled her blouse over one shoulder, revealing an intricate Celtic knotwork tattoo. "So would you say the same thing about me?" she demanded.

“At least it’s not on your face.” Milton shook his head and sighed. "Look, Cassie, I'm not here to argue about beliefs. I want to help you, that's all. We’re running out of time.” He glanced over her shoulder. “Riley, where's that duster?"

"It's getting close, grandpa,” Riley said. He pushed his face close to the window. “Real close.”

"Why are you so worried about the stupid dust storm?" Cassandra asked as she ran a hand through her hair. "I've got problems with the Grove and you're worried about dust...” she muttered.

"There's a lot more to worry about than grown men who want to pretend they’re King Arthur and put on blue face paint," Milton grumbled.

"No, no there really isn't,” Cassandra replied sourly. “Not when you owe them as much money as I do. I could care less about that stupid dust storm you're so worried about.” She looked down at her lap and fidgeted with her dress. “I need to figure out how I'm going to come up with $47,000," she all but whispered.

Milton coughed. “Want to run that by me again?”

Riley whistled softly. "That’s a lot of money..."

Cassandra rounded on him. "Of course it's a lot of money! Why do you think they sent Nico to collect it with that...with that...with..."

Milton cut off Cassandra’s sputtering. "Seems to me to be a lot more money than Fiona needed for community college."

"Well,” Cassandra said slowly, then the words came tumbling out. “They were giving me pretty good rates—and I had plenty of time to pay back the installments...”

"Oh, Cassie—tell me you didn't take out more than you needed just so you can have...stuff?" Milton asked.

"Look,” she said, defensively, “I needed work done on the house, and carpenters don't work for free..."

"And?" Milton asked tiredly.

"And my car was old..."

Milton sank back in the couch and groaned. "Oh, Cassie..."

“Look, I didn’t mean to borrow so much...it just kinda happened...”

"And I’m sure they were just happy to offer you everything you wanted...” Milton glared up at the ceiling a moment, then turned his gaze back to Cassandra. “Okay...well, we'll figure out how to pay them back and get you out of this mess later. In the meantime," he said tiredly, "I think the safest course of action would be for you and Fiona to come with us "

Cassandra crossed her arms. "My daughter and I aren’t going anywhere, Milton. This is my house."

Milton cocked an eyebrow. "If you owe someone money, then it's technically their house. That's how the real world works, Cassie—you can wave your hands and recite magical mumbo-jumbo all you want, but money is money. And it looks like the people you borrowed from won’t just send you a letter to get that money back."

"You've never taken my beliefs seriously..." Cassandra muttered.

"Mom, nobody takes your beliefs seriously," Fiona said, appearing in the hallway. "Because you do everything over the top! The people that follow that religion," she said walking into the room, her voice not unkind, "follow it because they're seeking peace and love and security—you told me that.” She knelt next to Cassandra and put her hands on her mother’s arm. “The people who are running the business side of it...I don't think they believe a word of it!"

"Well, of course they don't,” Milton said. “They’re just a bunch of mafia wannabes. I'm glad to see somebody in this house has some common sense," he continued, with a smile toward Fiona.

"Grandpa,” Riley warned from the window. “There's somebody kicking up dust out there on the road..."

"Is it Nico and his friend?" Milton demanded.

"I can't tell—there's just a rooster tail out there on the road. There's enough dust in the air from the storm that I can't quite make it out..."

Milton shook his head. "The duster’s almost on us. We’re out of time.” He looked at Cassandra and Fiona. “You two need to grab some things and come with us."

"What do you mean, ‘grab some things?’" Fiona asked. "Mom, are we going with them?"

Cassandra looked from her daughter back to Milton. "I don't...I...can’t..."

Milton got to his feet, his joints cracking and popping. "If you don't come with us, what do you think they're going to do? You think they want to sit around and have tea and discuss repayment options?"

"They've already done that..." Cassandra said miserably. "I just don't have the money, and with the downturn in the economy and the tourist season over till winter, no one’s buying my art!"

"Mom, it's because your art sucks since you started taking—”

“Hush up, Fiona!” Cassandra snapped in a fit of rage that took Riley and Milton by surprise.

The old man watched the color rise in Cassandra’s face. He nodded slowly. "I should've known.” He pinched the bridge of his nose. “Oh, Cassie...why did you get into drugs?" He didn't sound angry to Riley, just disappointed. Riley knew that tone well, his parents had mastered it during his more rebellious days in high school. Disappointment stung, more bitter than anger in his book.

Cassandra remained defiant. "It's none of your business!"

"Is it her business then?" Milton asked as he pointed a gnarled finger at Fiona. "Because if she's here when they show up again, you can kiss her goodbye. What better way to make you pay up—and pay up quick—than to take your daughter?” He let that sink in a moment.

“You don’t...they wouldn’t...”

Milton pressed ahead. “What do you think some gutter rat the likes of Nico will do with Fiona?"

Riley took a step closer to Fiona, his hands unconsciously balling into fists. "Grandpa," he warned, his eyes on his grandfather. The color had drained from Fiona’s face and her skin had gone grayish pale. "You're scaring her."

"Well, daggummit, somebody needs to scare some sense into the women in this house!" Milton exploded. "I'm getting too old for this nonsense! I need time to think and prepare—I can't just run off like some young buck full of testosterone and anger." Before Riley could comment, Milton pointed at him. "And you don't count, because you don't know enough!"

"What are we going to do?" Fiona breathed, effectively silencing all arguments. "I'm not...I can’t leave mom.”

Cassandra got up from the chair and rushed to envelope Fiona in a hug, but her daughter pushed her roughly back. "I love you, mom, and I always will—but I don't like you right now!" She crossed her arms, and backed into the corner away from everyone. "You did this to yourself. Why didn't you say something? I could have gotten a job, or put off school or..."

"No,” Cassandra said, tears welling up in her eyes. “I did it because...I didn't want any of that for you! This is on me,” she said with a measure of determination, “and I'll take care of it."

Fiona stepped closer, reached out a hesitant hand, but didn't touch her mother. "Mom, you can't even take care of yourself. There's no food here and you look like you haven't eaten in a week."

Cassandra ran her hands through her hair and turned away, growling. "I just need...I need to paint...that’s all that matters, I need...I need a..."

"You need a fix," Milton said sadly. Cassandra looked at him as if he’d relieved himself on the rug. "What is it?” he asked. “Please tell me it's not the hard stuff."

She relaxed and sat back in the chair. "It's not heroin or cocaine, if that's what you're asking," she snarled. "It's a mystic enlightenment...”

Milton raised his hand. "Nevermind, I don't want to know. You can go off and smoke as much peyote as you want, you're a grown woman.”

Cassandra glared at him but didn't rise to the bait. Fiona finally moved to her mother and gave her an awkward hug from beside the chair. "Mom, we'll figure something out—we'll get through this together."

Cassandra hugged her daughter as silent tears slipped down her cheeks. "No, sweetie, I've got to do this on my own.” She wiped at her face and looked at Milton. “But Mr. Stagg is right...I need you to go with him and Riley."

"What?" Fiona asked, recoiling as if slapped. "No—no, I'm not going anywhere—I'm staying with you."

Riley frowned from the window. "Well, whatever we’re doing or not doing, we better do it quick. I see two cars out there on the road. They’re coming this way."
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Remote Observation Station

National Weather Service Sedona

3 miles east of Sedona, Arizona
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Derek ushered his two new friends to the ruined entrance of the National Weather Service outpost. "Okay, is everybody ready?" he yelled over the wind as it whipped around the corner of the building and shoved dust and grit through the opening. Sand and bits of gravel clinked against ragged metal pieces as it sailed through the opening created by the boulder.

Lisa looked wistfully back at the weather station. "We’re not leaving him, Luke," she said to the intern who stood silently and hugged himself. He shook his head.

"That's right, we’re not leaving him,” Derek agreed. We’re just gonna go get help. There's nothing more we can do, anyway..."

“And we need to warn the people of Sedona,” Lisa added as she rubbed Luke’s back.

"Come on,” Derek said, peering into the storm. “This thing’s getting worse...we need to go." The wind tugged at his clothes, and sand pelted the back of his neck as he stood half in and half out of the building. "The truck’s right there, just out of sight. It's a straight line from here to there. Just follow me—ready?"

"We should hold hands," Lisa yelled into the wind as she stepped between Luke and Derek. She took one of their hands in each of hers. "There. Let's go."

"Close your eyes,” Derek ordered. “I'm the only one with any kind of protection at all. Just shuffle forward, don't take any big steps—there's nothing out there you can trip on. Let's go."

Derek took a breath, hunched his shoulders and leaned forward into the wind. He pulled Lisa behind him, and felt her tugging on his hand as she stumbled blindly along. He could only hope that Luke was tagging along behind her, because when he looked over his shoulder, he couldn't see the intern—he could barely see Lisa. The storm had gotten much worse.

"This is unbelievable!" Lisa yelled into the teeth of the storm. She immediately started coughing.

"Don't talk!" Derek barked, then coughed up a mouthful of fine dust.

He trudged forward, leaning almost double into the strong wind that threatened to rip the heavy pack off his shoulders. One slow step at a time, Derek counted to 12 paces before he could see the murky outline of his work truck. The white F-150 stood in stark contrast to the red dust, but it had been sitting in the storm the entire time and looked salmon pink.

Derek pulled Lisa forward and placed her hand on the passenger door handle. She nodded without saying anything and pulled Luke forward. Derek wrenched the passenger door open, thanking his luck that the wind wasn’t blowing directly into the cab. He helped his passengers get inside and shut the door, letting the wind slam it closed. He did one final check of the water and food stowed in the back—tied down with ropes and a tarp—then worked his way to the driver’s side, forced the door open against the rising wind, and threw himself behind the wheel.

The door crashed shut and for a brief second, the air inside the cabin swam with dust motes before the particles settled. Derek breathed a sigh of relief while Lisa and Luke coughed. He patted down the dust from his arms and hands and removed his safety glasses. "Whew...well, that was fun."

Lisa looked at him, squinting through the dust and caked tears on her face. "You and I have very different definitions of fun...”

“It’s getting stronger,” Luke muttered. “Just like he said...”

Outside, the muted wind howled and whistled, shaking the vehicle as they sat in the parking lot. Derek inserted the keys and started the engine. Twin headlights shone out into the storm, but only illuminated about 10 feet of swirling clouds and dust. Now and then a branch or a clump of tumbleweed would appear and then disappear just as quickly. 

"I've never been in a storm this bad before..." Derek muttered.

"Never driven a car in one like this, either, huh?" Lisa asked from the middle seat. Beside her, Luke leaned against the window, staring outside at the void.

“First time for everything,” Derek said with a lopsided grin. He shifted into gear and pulled out of the parking lot. "I guess we’ll have to take things real slow, because...well..." he said as he gestured at the storm outside.

Lisa nodded. There was nothing to say. All three of them could see Derek had to creep down the long, winding gravel access road back to Sedona. Any faster than a crawl might cause them to drop off a cliff or into a ravine.

And so Derek allowed the truck to roll at idle, the sound of the tires crunching and popping on gravel completely lost in the wind. Sweat trickled down his spine as he hunched over the steering wheel, gripped with white knuckles. His foot never left the brake as they slowly crept downhill.

They'd been going about ten minutes, Derek guessed, and the muscles of his back had began to cramp from his awkward position when a cell phone chirped. He slammed on the brakes, and the truck jerked to a stop, then shook as the wind buffeted it. 

Derek looked at Lisa. "Was that your phone?"

Her eyes were wide. "I...I don't know."

The two of them dug through their pockets in search of their heretofore useless phones.

"I don't have a signal," Luke said in a melancholy voice, holding up his device

"I have one bar!" Lisa cheered, holding her phone up as if it were a priceless jewel.

Derek shook his phone, and dust trickled out of the charging port. "Mine had a bar...it was there a second ago...dang it...it’s gone...”

"The storm is really tearing up the signal..." Lisa said. She stared at her phone. "No! No! I just lost the signal..." She raised up her arm and moved the phone around the interior of the truck, searching for the elusive signal.

As Derek contemplated their next move, a spark arced out of the radio, making Lisa yelp. The engine coughed and sputtered, then died.

"What the..." he muttered, as he turned the key. The car refused to start, but the battery continued to whine, trying to turn over the engine. "Seriously?" he demanded of the dead vehicle.

“That spark...” Lisa began.

"I didn't realize the storm was generating its own electric charge," Derek said in amazement. “My wife talks about the storms from the 1930s...they did that, but we haven't seen one big enough since..."

"Look!" Luke said, suddenly animated. He pointed at the truck's hood. A spider web of blue lightning crawled across the hood, touched the windshield, and dissipated.

"It's the dust..." Derek said, in a whisper. "There's so much dust in the air and the winds are so strong that it creates its own electric charge...Isabel was right..."

"You know what this means?" Lisa said quietly.

"Yeah," Derek said as he leaned back in his seat. "It means that repair job I did just before the storm hit—the one that almost made me fall to my death—is pretty much useless. If the storm’s generating enough electric charge to kill my truck, the instruments up on your outcrop back there are probably fried by now."

Lisa snorted. "No...it means were going to have to walk to Sedona if we can't get this thing working again."

Derek tried the key one more time and looked at Lisa in surprise when the engine turned over. "Maybe it just needs a second to dissipate..."

"See if you can back up...” Lisa suggested, looking at her phone. 

“Maybe we can still get a signal..." Luke said.

Derek glanced at Lisa. She shrugged. "It's not like backing up five feet will make us late for anything in Sedona...we still have a long way to go."

"Okay..." Derek said reluctantly as he shifted into reverse. "Hold on to your butts..."

He eased his foot off the brake and the truck maintained its position on the incline, shaking with the wind. He gently put his foot on the gas and pressed just enough to make the truck move straight back about six feet. He let the truck roll uphill another vehicle length, his eyes on the phone he pinned to the steering wheel with one hand. The little signal strength indicator didn't change.

"Oh! There it is!" Lisa blurted, watching her own phone. "Stop! Right here—I got three bars!"

Derek hit the brakes again and shifted into park. His own phone had two bars. It began vibrating as several text messages from Isabel popped onto his screen. He skimmed through the messages—she was worried about him; she'd seen the storm on the TV; conditions were deteriorating across Arizona and she was leaving the conference early to get home. Had he heard from the kids? She was flying home with the governor's entourage. 

Derek looked up. Isabel hated to fly. There must've been a really good reason for her to be dragged onto an airplane. Derek looked out the window. He hoped the pilot knew to avoid the storm.

"...yes, Dr. Kowalski,” Lisa said, her phone pressed to her ear. She pointed at the phone with her free hand and smiled at Derek as she talked. “That’s right, NWS Sedona. Yes. I'm aware the power’s out—we’re in the storm in a truck...” She nodded. “Yes, I know vehicles are getting killed by the static electric charge! Look, one of my colleagues was..." 

Derek glanced at Luke, busy tapping out a text on his phone. He and Lisa locked eyes for a moment, then she continued. 

"We've had some serious injuries at the weather station. A boulder crashed through the...yes, a boulder! Hello? Hello!" She looked down at her phone. "I lost the signal..."

Derek finished tapping out a text to Isabel to let her know his current condition and hit send. He waited an interminable amount of time before the message failure icon appeared. He groaned and let out a breath he hadn’t known he'd been holding. "Okay, well, I still have a signal but I can’t send a text...” He sighed. “Annnd there it goes. I lost the signal."

"Me too,” Luke offered from the other side of the truck, holding up his own useless phone. “I got some texts out, though."

"Okay,” Derek said, checking the mirrors and frowning. All he could see was a swirling pink maelstrom. “Maybe I can back us up a little more. Seems like the signal is stronger the further back and up we go."

"Sounds like a plan," Lisa said with a grin, the first time she'd smiled since he'd met her.

Derek shifted into reverse again and gently pushed on the gas. The engine sputtered, coughed, and the lights in the cabin went out. "Not again..." he muttered. As the vehicle shook in the wind, he pushed the brakes. "Is it me, or does it still feel like we’re moving?"

Lisa squinted out the windshield. "I can't tell...there's so much sand and dirt flying around out there..."

"I can't see the ground out my window..." Luke observed.

"I don't think I turned the wheel, so we’re still good. But...yeah, we’re definitely still moving. It must have shorted out the transmission or something..." Derek grunted as he tried to force the recalcitrant steering wheel to turn toward the inner curve of the road. At least he knew that way they wouldn't fall into a ravine. "I wish it would’ve left the power steering on..." he said through gritted teeth.

Before he could say anything else, the engine suddenly coughed to life, and the clutch caught. Derek's foot had inadvertently slipped onto the gas pedal, and the truck roared as fuel flooded the combustion chamber. "Whoa!" he yelled as the wheel suddenly jerked under the lightest touch. 

The truck leapt forward like a scalded cat. Derek slammed on the brakes and twisted the wheel, but they had gained just enough momentum to slide on the loose gravel roadway. There was a loud crunch, and for a split second, Derek felt the familiar nauseous sensation of freefall. "Hang on!" Was all he had time to say before the front half of the truck dipped down, hanging over the edge of the road.

"No, no, no!" Lisa said. "Go back!"

"Too late!" Derek yelled as the truck skidded sideways over the edge and down into a sharp ravine. “Hang on!”

Half a heartbeat—that was all the time Derek had before he felt the front wheels catch in the loose sandy soil along the side of the road. The big deep treaded tires turned without gaining traction. He gripped the steering wheel and spun hard to the left, but it was too late. 

The truck tipped over and gravity pulled it down the ravine in a cascade of gravel and dirt as the dust storm raged.
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30,000 feet

Somewhere over southwest Kansas
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Isabel’s stomach climbed up into her throat as the plane corkscrewed in midair. One engine whined, the other was ominously silent. Through the open cockpit door, buzzers screamed, and warnings blared. The pilots yelled at each other as they struggled to right the dying aircraft.

Time slowed for Isabel. Papers, books, drinks, and personal effects filled the cabin as the plane continued its uncontrolled descent. The screams of the passengers momentarily drowned out the hideous sound coming from the lone working engine.

"Engine’s on fire!" somebody yelled, their face pressed against one of the windows. Isabel knew they were one of the governor’s staffers, but she hadn’t met the woman yet.

For a brief moment, the pilots managed to slow the roller coaster of a ride they were on, and Isabel managed to take a deep breath. Her hair hung in front of her face, and papers fluttered in the air. Next to her, Kathy jumped into action. 

She unbuckled her seatbelt, climbed over Isabel and helped the bleeding, stunned flight attendant to her feet. The poor woman had been tossed around like a rag doll as the aircraft pirouetted across the sky.

"What are you doing? Get back in your seat! Get strapped in!" one of the aides yelled at Kathy.

“...requesting emergency landing!" the pilot yelled from the cockpit. "Yes, we’re declaring an emergency! We lost one of our engines—"

As if it heard the comment, the plane bucked and gyrated like a living beast. A tremendous rattle started on the left side of the fuselage, back behind where Isabel sat. "Kathy!" she shrieked. Kathy looked up as she settled the bleeding flight attendant into a seat.

Emergency compartments popped open as the plane twisted—Isabel literally saw the cabin twist. Up front, by the cockpit, the cabin rotated a little to the left. But back where Isabel sat, everything shifted to the right. She closed her eyes and prayed. Isabel waited for the sound of rending metal and a cold blast of air to hit her in the face as she imagined the plane tearing itself apart thousands of feet off the ground.

Instead, the plane decided to drop about 300 feet. 

One of the pilots yelled into the radio about dumping fuel. “Roger that, but we can’t—engine two is on fire, repeat, engine two is on fire.”

The pilot’s words did nothing to calm Isabel as she lurched up out of her seat, restrained only by the safety belt across her lap. Her hair, which had so recently obscured her vision after being flopped around on the bucking bronco of a flight, now lifted straight up as gravity temporarily lost its hold on her. She stared in amazement as her tumbler of diet soda slowly floated right out of the cup holder and spun lazily in front of her face, a single ice cube drifting out toward the open aisle.

And then the pilots regained a modicum of control and the parabolic arc that created a sense of weightlessness came crashing to an end. The tumbler hanging in front of Isabel's face shot toward the floor and hit her on the knee, causing her to cry out in pain as it shattered—it felt like getting hit with a sledgehammer.

The remaining engine roared as the pilots attempted to put all the power left at their disposal through the only spinning turbine, but the dust and fine particulate matter floating in the high-altitude air continued its destructive path through the engine’s delicate fan blades. The tiny specks of dust, sucked in and propelled at high speed, scoured and pitted the thin turbine blades until they heated up and split apart. 

Isabel heard a tremendous crash and then only silence—punctuated by the whistling air outside the fuselage and the screams of the governor and his passengers.

When she was able to focus her eyes on the aisle, she saw Kathy pick herself up off the floor, wipe the blood leaking from her nose and fling herself into an empty row of seats.

"Assume crash positions!" one of the pilots had the decency to yell over his shoulder from the cockpit. "We’re going down!"

Isabel's hands trembled as she tried to tighten the strap across her lap. Her lips mumbled with half remembered prayers from her youth to see her safely to the ground.

For a split second, Isabel wasn't on the plane anymore—she was at her grandmother's knee, sitting before a warm fireplace in the middle of a cold winter’s night. Her grandmother smiled at her, and patted her hand, then began her daily litany of prayers to the spirits of her ancestors: the wolf, the bear, the eagle in the sky above, the wind god—even Coyote, the Trickster.

As the people around her panicked, screamed, and raged at the injustice of their impending deaths, Isabel sank into an ocean of peace. She turned to her right, to Kathy's empty seat, and half expected to see her grandmother there, smiling and welcoming her home to the halls of her people.

Isabel Stagg was at peace. 

Her heart ached, for she knew she'd never again see her husband or her beloved children. But her grandmother gave her a knowing smile. She had done all she could and raised her children well. They would live long happy lives, built on the solid foundation that their mother and father had provided. Isabel could die at peace.

She opened her eyes and looked around the cabin with pity. Some of the others screeched and clawed at seats and each other, while others wept. Papers and debris littered the aisle. Kathy looked over her shoulder and offered a shaky smile at Isabel, her face smeared with blood and fear.

All of that faded away, and Isabel focused on the whistling sound of the air rushing along the tortured fuselage. She stared at a pair of pale white hands draped lazily over an arm rest a few rows away. The flight attendant had been knocked unconscious. Kathy had done her best to strap the poor woman into an available seat, but with every jostle and bump the aircraft experienced in its death throes, the attendant’s arm flopped like a wet noodle.

The pilots yelled for everyone to assume the crash position again, and Isabel watched grimly as a handful of the passengers bent over and placed their heads between their knees, bracing for impact. She, however, felt relaxed—limp. Totally at peace. She had no need to lean forward, pull herself into a tight ball and tense her muscles. Kathy looked over her shoulder again, her eyes wide in terror. She refused to curl up and wait for death as well. Isabel smiled at her.

"It'll all be over soon," Isabel heard herself say, but she sounded like a grandmother.

She turned and looked for Grandmother Sakti, but the seat—Kathy’s seat—was still empty. "Mema?" Isabel asked softly. She hadn’t called her grandmother by that nickname in decades.

Her grandmother whispered back. Not yet...little one...not yet... 

At the sound of her grandmother’s voice, time snapped back to full speed. 

No longer did papers flutter through the air and people scream in slow motion. The world rushed at Isabel with breakneck speed—just like the ground coming up to embrace them as they fell from the sky. Isabel looked around expectantly—her grandmother had died fifteen years earlier, but she swore she’d heard the old woman's voice.

Isabel imagined the impact, the moment of her death, to be nothing more than a loud noise, and perhaps a flash of pain before complete blackness.

In reality, it was much louder than she’d expected. Metal, when driven through solid trees and earth, makes a horrendous noise as it folds upon itself and tears like paper. 

People, crushed by the skeleton of the aircraft, make even more noise. 

And fire, when exploding through the side of a ruptured fuel tank, made the loudest noise of all. Everything seemed to hit at once. There was no warning—the pilot never got a chance to tell them to brace for impact. One second, he and the copilot were upfront wresting with the controls, and the next, Isabel saw the pilot—or at least most of him—sail past along with half the cockpit.

They hit the ground with such a tremendous impact that Isabel thought her spine might break as she was driven into her seat. The dying plane skipped off the ground, leaving bits of its wings behind and Isabel felt herself in the air once more. When she cleared the hair out of her eyes, she discovered the plane was falling back down to the ground once more—and the whole front half was gone. Instead of the cockpit and the first rows of passenger seats, she saw jagged metal edges, and wires twirling through the air—and lots of greenery, trees, soil, and blood. 

Then they hit the ground again.

Branches and leaves flew through the cabin, people screamed, and the plane tore itself apart as what was left of the fuselage pivoted in multiple directions at once.  The spinning forced Isabel back into her seat, just as a chunk of metal flew through the space where her head had been seconds before. She stared open mouthed at the metal sticking from the wall of the cabin, directly where Kathy had been sitting. It had sliced through the thin metal fuselage like a sword.

Isabel’s section of the fuselage tumbled and hit the ground two more times before it finally rolled to a tortured stop. Isabel hung sideways from her seat, and the floor became the wall. Wires dangled down from above somewhere and sparks flickered in the distance. Someone howled in pain, someone else shrieked for help. 

Mostly Isabel heard silence. Something clanged against the outside of the aircraft, and it made her twitch, which only exacerbated her torqued back. Isabel closed her eyes for a second and waited. Was it over? Did she survive?

She would never be sure how long she sat there, hanging like a rag doll from her seat, but Isabel knew whoever had been screaming for help had died. The voice had gone silent, leaving only the sound of crackling fire.

She expected to smell jet fuel—Isabel wasn't sure what jet fuel smelled like, but she imagined that it had to be pretty potent—but instead only detected fresh dirt. Fresh, tilled dirt. Soil tilled by the airplane as it plowed through trees and crops and dirt. It smelled like the Arizona ranch of her youth.

Isabel closed her eyes. I'm dying...my mind is grasping onto comforting memories to ease my transition... 

She exhaled and prepared to embrace the great sleep. It wasn't as painful as she’d expected, and for that she was grateful. At last, the blackness began to creep into her consciousness.

For a split-second, rising panic threatened to make her cry out in fear, but her grandmother was there again. Isabel sensed her presence.

"You're going to be okay..." her grandmother said softly in a voice that seemed to come from down a tunnel. "...be okay..."

Isabel smiled and relaxed into death’s embrace. She'd see her children again; she’d see her husband again. But first, she wanted to visit with her ancestors. 

The blackness overtook her, and Isabel slept.
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Chapter 17
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Somewhere between NWS Sedona and Sedona, Arizona

––––––––
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Derek had braced his arms against the steering wheel and felt the full force of the impact travel up to his shoulders. The airbag deployed and smashed into his face in a gray blur before he could blink. He grunted and tried to hold on to consciousness as the air escaped his lungs.

When the front end of the truck at last came to a stuttering, fitful rest at the bottom of the ravine, Derek coughed and pushed the already deflating airbag out of his face. He frowned. Something was wrong. 

The truck was wedged in harshly on its side. Lisa's body was pressed up against him on his right, making it hard to breathe, because Luke was on top of her. The passenger airbag hung partially inflated above him like a balloon. White dust floated in the air and made them all cough. 

Derek grunted as red dust filtered in through the partially cracked windshield. He blinked stars from his vision and coughed. "Gotta move..."

Luke groaned and slowly extricated himself from the tangle of arms and legs. "Okay..." he coughed. The intern wedged himself in the foot well while Lisa climbed off Derek and clung to the center armrest.

Derek clenched his jaw as he pulled himself from under the crumpled dash. Thankfully, his already injured leg hadn't received too much more damage in the crash.

As he shifted, the truck’s metal chassis groaned in response, and the back end dropped another foot, jarring everybody inside the cab.

Once they'd gotten over the terror, Lisa wiped the hair out of her face and pressed her hands against the now vertical dash. “Okay...okay, we’re all alive. Is anybody hurt?"

"I just got a couple cuts, I think...” Luke reported. “When the windshield cracked," he added. He coughed again as a jet of dust shot in from the corner of the ruined windshield.

"I think I'm good...” Derek said, “but we can't stay here."

“Just gimme a minute—“ Luke began.

"He's right..." Lisa said as she looked at the intern. "If we stay here, we’ll just end up getting buried in the sand."

Luke stood on the transmission column and tried to open his door by pressing his back against it. He grunted with the effort, but the door didn't budge. "My doors jammed...I can't get out!" he cried, panic rising in his voice.

"Okay...just give me a second.." Derek grunted as he adjusted himself into a more comfortable position. "I just can’t reach...let me get my feet up on the dash, and I'll try to kick the windshield out."

"If you do that," Lisa said as she wiped a trickle of blood from the side of her face with the back of one hand, “we’ll have to get out of here pretty quick. The sand is going to come pouring in."

"Do we go back to the station?" Luke asked as Derek struggled to get into position.

"I've got my little car..." Lisa offered.

"I don't think...” Derek said as he shifted his legs, “we can continue on foot to Sedona in this mess," he raised his voice almost to a yell as the wind continued to howl outside.

"It's been going on for hours now,” Luke whined. “How long is this stupid storm going to last?"

"Long enough for us to get into some serious trouble if we don't get moving,” Derek replied, finally ready to push against the safety glass above the dash, the only thing keeping the storm at bay. “Everybody ready?" he asked as he placed his booted feet against the broken windshield.

Luke swallowed, but nodded. Lisa shrugged. "What about the stuff in the back?" She wiped at the dust already blocking the window at the back of the cab. "I can’t see anything back there..."

"We probably lost it all when we went down the ravine.” Derek sighed at the wasted effort to load the truck with all the supplies they could scrounge from the weather station."We probably lost all that water..."

"Let's just get back to the weather station, and we can figure out what to do from there," Lisa replied with a stoic voice.

"Okay...ready?" Derek asked. He kicked the windshield with as much power as he could muster in his injured legs. The glass cracked some more and crinkled under the impact, but the damaged windshield remained in place. "One more time..." he muttered. He peered through the cracked glass. Looks like the storm isn’t as bad down here at the bottom of the ravine, though...”

"You can do this," Lisa encouraged.

Thinking that was something Isabel would've said, Derek grinned and put every ounce of strength into the kick. The glass shattered, one of his boots went right through, and the rest of it popped out with a satisfying crunch.

Lisa had to blindly help him extricate his foot from the glass, but in short order, the way was clear to climb out. The wind, however, wasted no time in pouring dust in through the breach.

"Probably should have thought of this!" Derek yelled by way of apology. "Keep your eyes closed—I've got rope here...just hold on to the rope and follow my lead!"

He shifted his safety glasses into place and hauled himself through the busted windshield out onto the twisted hood. Gripping the unfamiliar shape with dusty hands, Derek cursed as he pulled himself over what remained of the hood and found solid ground at the front bumper. He shrugged out of his backpack on the steep incline and pulled out one of his safety ropes. He quickly tied one end of it around his waist, then tossed the bulk of the multicolored rope into the cab where it hit Lisa in the chest. She flinched, but her outburst was lost in the wind. 

"There!” Derek yelled, hoping they could hear him. “Lisa! Hold onto that—give the rest to Luke!" 

She nodded, keeping her mouth and eyes sealed tight against the dust and wind, then handed the end of the rope to Luke.

"Good! Now hold the rope and climb out onto the hood. I'm right here. The truck is on about a 40 degree incline. So when you get off the hood, I'll keep you from falling,” he yelled. “Ready?"

Derek clenched his jaw against the stinging pain of the sand as it abraded the exposed skin of his wrists and face. It felt like a really windy day at the beach. Not painful, but definitely uncomfortable and irritating.

Lisa didn't reply. Instead, she gave a sharp tug on the rope and cautiously felt her way out of the truck’s crumpled, upturned cab. It took her far longer to climb out and grope her way across the accordion-like hood, than it had Derek, but eventually she came within reach of him. He snatched her blindly groping hand and guided her off of the truck and onto stable ground. 

She kept the death grip on the rope and put both knees into the side of the ravine to make sure she didn't go anywhere. That allowed Derek to focus his attention on Luke. "Okay, son! Hold on to that rope, and just crawl on out. You're only about three feet away from my hands. Just come a little closer to me, and I'll help you get down from the hood!"

Luke nodded and crawled out a lot faster than Lisa had. Because of that, his hands failed to get adequate purchase on the hood, and he quickly slid sideways on the slippery surface. Eliciting a cry of pain, he smashed sideways into the open windshield frame, and the momentum spun him right out of the truck. The rope went taught as Luke dropped below the side of the truck and disappeared.

"Luke!" Derek yelled. "Hold on to the rope—don't move! I'm coming to you!"

The taught rope pulled hard at Derek's waist, so he knew the young man had maintained his grip on the rope. As long as Luke kept his wits and didn’t do anything stupid, all Derek had to do was move around the front of the truck and bring him up to Lisa.

"Just stay put!" Derek yelled as he bent down next to Lisa. "Luke fell off the front of the truck, but he’s still got the rope.”

“Is he okay?” she shouted into the wind.

“I hope so,” Derek replied. “Don't move, okay? I'm going around the truck to get him out. Got it?" She nodded. "Just hunker down here, Lisa. Cover your head—it won’t take me but a minute.”

“Hurry! I can’t keep my eyes closed like this forever,” she said, pressing her body against the ravine’s side and digging her fingers into the gritty soil.

“I'll be right back," Derek called.

He wedged his pack next to Lisa, so she had something to hold on to, then felt his way around the edge of the truck, buffeted by the wind that continued to pour dust and sand down on top of them. Pebbles and gravel swept off the road cascaded down onto the truck, making an awful racket.

The soft soil of the ravine gave way under Derek's boots, and he tripped and almost fell at the front corner of the truck. The grill had buried itself in the sandy soil almost to the corner of the windshield. He found Luke sprawled out on his back just below the truck, clutching the rope with both hands.

In any other situation, it would've been a comical sight. A healthy young man spread out at the bottom of a ravine, attempting to grab onto the ravine wall as if he perched on the edge of a cliff. If he'd just been able to open his eyes and sit up, Luke would've realized there was nowhere for him to fall. The truck had slid all the way to the bottom of the twelve-foot-deep ravine. Derek glanced uphill toward the crest and his eyes followed the deep gouge marks left by three of the four tires as he’d attempted to arrest the fall.

"Hang in there, kid!" Derek said as he closed in on the intern. "Here I am..." he said as he knelt painfully next to the frightened young man. Derek put his hand on Luke's arm and the boy practically jumped. He latched onto Derek's hand with both hands, still holding the rope.

"Easy," Derek yelled, "we’re at the bottom of the ravine, you can’t fall! I just need you to sit up, okay?"

Luke nodded and struggled to sit up. He cried out in pain and rubbed one shoulder.

"Yeah, you took quite a fall there...here, let me help you up."

After Derek had Luke in an upright position, he was able to help the younger man stand and feel for the truck. Leaning against the wrecked vehicle, Luke regained some color in his face and his legs didn't appear to be ready to give out on him at a moment’s notice.

Once he’d reunited Lisa and Luke, Derek put the backpack over his shoulders again and took the time to lash the rope to both of his colleagues. "Here," he yelled, "now you don't have to hold on to the rope—it's still a good idea, but if you happen to drop it, you won’t get lost!” 

Derek shielded his eyes and looked up at the ravine’s crest, still some six feet away, but clouded by the dust, it appeared much further off. “We have to climb to the top of this ravine. The soil’s real loose here, so take it slow, and always maintain three points of contact,” he yelled at his two blind charges. “I want three of either your feet, your knees, or your hands touching the ground at all times. Got it?"

Everyone had to hunch close to hear and nodded their heads. The wind continued to push them down into the ravine and dust poured down in small rivulets from the crest. "The truck’s already partially buried!” Derek warned. “We gotta get up out here, or we’ll never make it back to the weather station. Follow me!"

Derek clawed and scratched his way to the top of the ravine and pulled himself over the edge, scrabbling through loose gravel and dust. The wind was like a wild animal racing down the mountain access road, howling and hissing at him. He pulled himself up over the edge and lay there for a second to catch his breath. The extra weight of the pack made the climb far more difficult than it needed to be, but they'd lost too many supplies in the crash. He couldn’t risk losing what little they had left. After he caught his breath, he pulled on the rope hand over hand to guide the others up the side of the ravine, then helped haul them over the edge.

At last, when all three were up on the main road, bathed in the softly glowing amber emergency lights that blinked from the truck’s wreckage down in the ravine, they stood and huddled together in the wind and dust. "I think we better just keep going!" Derek yelled.

Luke shook his head, his eyes closed tight. "We can't walk all the way to Sedona in this!"

"He may be right, Luke," Lisa said, her own eyes still closed tight. She coughed dust out of her mouth and throat. "We’re already part of the way down the mountain—how much further is it to shelter?"

Derek shook his head, then realized it was a useless gesture since the others had their eyes closed against the dust storm. "I don't know,” he yelled. “I don't know exactly where we are, but I hate the idea of doubling back in this mess!"

"Dr. Lisa said she has a car," Luke persisted.

"And if it doesn't work?" Derek hollered. "If the static kills it like my truck?"

“Then we could at least get back inside the station,” Luke argued.

The three were silent for a moment, then Lisa put a calming hand on Luke's arm. "Luke, we could end up crashing just like we did with the truck. Only we might not be so lucky next time..."

"We don't have to make it all the way to Sedona," Derek yelled. "We could find a house or something on the outskirts of town..."

"We’re still several miles out though," Luke complained.

"Yeah, but the wind is at our back!" Derek said, attempting to inject some levity into the situation.

“I guess,” Luke muttered, barely audible over the wind.

"Are we agreed then?" Derek asked, impatient to get going.

A particularly strong gust of wind made all three of them stagger a few steps down the road before they could hold hands again. "Yeah, let's get going before this gets any worse,” Luke relented. “This dust really hurts!"

"Try to protect the exposed skin of your neck. The clothes on your back will take the brunt of it!" Derek suggested. He pulled the collar of his work shirt up as he faced downhill. The others stretched their shirts and did likewise. Lisa was in shorts though, and her bare legs had no protection from the stinging dust. Luke’s jeans protected him from the waist down and Derek has his OSHA regulation work pants on. 

He moved toward Lisa. “How are your legs?” 

“They’ve been better,” she replied, trying to keep an optimistic tone in her voice. “We should get moving,” she prompted. “The sooner we get out of this the better, right?”

Derek took Lisa's hand and made sure the rope was tight around her waist, then checked Luke. "Let's go!" he shouted, and they started their trek down the mountain by foot.
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Lavoy Residence

Two miles northwest of Santa Fe, New Mexico

––––––––
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“They’re almost here,” warned Riley, as he watched Nico’s car return with a pickup truck.

Milton examined the revolver in his hands. “Anyone else ever shot a gun before?” he asked, looking at his grandson.

“Dad let me shoot his pistol once when we were camping...” Riley answered with a shrug.

“I’ve got a concealed carry permit,” Fiona said.

“What?” Cassandra and Milton replied at the same time.

Fiona blushed. “Mom, it’s a rough world out there—you and Dad always told me I had to be able to take care of myself. My best friend was—oh, save your indignation, Mom. At least I wasn’t messing around with the mob!”

“The Grove isn’t the mob,” Cassandra blurted. “And don’t go dragging your father into this. I don’t see him here to help—”

“That’s because he’s overseas! He’s been deployed for almost a year—you know that,” Fiona shot back.

Cassandra crossed her arms and snorted. “Guns won’t help—”

“Hey!” Riley snapped as he stepped away from the window. “Grandpa...I saw at least two of them with pistols.”

The old man jumped into action. “I’ll take point here at the front door. Riley, you grab a knife or something from the kitchen and stay down the hall. You’re the quick reaction force.”

“Huh?” 

“If there’s trouble at either end of the house, you respond,” his grandfather said tersely. “Fiona, do you have your firearm here?”

She grinned, a lopsided curl of her mouth that sent Riley’s heart racing. “Always.”

“You brought a gun...here?” demanded Cassandra, aghast. “This is a sacred space!”

“Tell that to your friends out there,” Milton barked. “Fiona, take the rear of the house and keep watch. We’ll try to diffuse the situation from here.”

“Got it,” Fiona replied with a glance at Riley. “You coming? Kitchen’s back here.”

Fiona pointed out where he could find a big, scary-looking knife in the block by the sink, then raced off to her bedroom. By the time Riley had slashed at the air a few times with the shiny blade to get a feel for its weight, Fiona returned holding a sleek little semi-auto pistol barely bigger than her hand.

She ejected the magazine and checked the chamber in one efficient movement. Fiona glanced up at Riley and his knife, then arched an eyebrow. "Didn't anyone ever tell you never to bring one of those to a gunfight?" Before he could answer, she slammed the magazine back into the grip and racked the slide. "If things go south, just drop the knife and get out of the way."

Riley blinked. "Have you done this before? ‘Cause you sure seem pretty calm." He grinned at her. “I like a girl that can take charge.”

A nervous laugh escaped her throat. "Are you kidding me? I feel like I want to throw up!"

Riley looked down at his hands, grateful that she’d ignored his last comment. When he was nervous, he tended to lose his internal filter and the words just came out. He swallowed as he realized the knife trembled slightly in his grip. "Yeah, I’m pretty amped up, too. I just don't understand why these guys—"

"It's my mom's fault,” Fiona spat. “She's always been quick to believe that everyone is good and pure. She fell for the Grove’s lies hook, line, and sinker." Fiona frowned and stepped over toward the back door, peering out between the gauzy blinds. "I used to get away with so much stuff when I was younger because she always believed me when I lied to her. Dad would never let that slide." She looked over her shoulder at Riley. "She's just too nice—and these jerks took advantage of her. If Dad were here, he’d chew them up and ask for seconds.” She sighed. “But as usual, when he’s needed most, it’s the same old story—the Army needs him more.”

"You really think it's gonna get violent?" Riley asked.

Fiona opened her mouth to say something, but a thunderous pounding at the front door silenced her. She looked at Riley, her eyes wide. "I guess we’re about to find out," she breathed.

Riley took a deep breath and closed his eyes briefly, then stepped out into the hallway and hid around the corner toward a bathroom. He pressed his back against the cool interior wall and wondered what his father would do in the same situation.

"What do you want?" his grandfather growled from down the hall.

Probably something like that...

Riley couldn't quite make out the reply, but the front door opened—it wasn't kicked in. He took that as a good sign and peeked around the corner.

Nico stood there, hands up to show he wasn't armed, but his hulking enforcer, Ricky, loomed directly behind them, an ever-present threat.

His grandfather and Nico entered into a conversation that quickly turned heated. Both of them gestured with arms toward the door: Nico demanding entry, and Milton demanding they leave.

The hairs on the back of Riley's neck stood up. Something wasn't right. Despite the fact that they were arguing so profusely, Nico still had that cocksure smile on his face, and the enforcer behind him hadn't flinched a muscle. Even when Milton waived the revolver in the air, his opponents didn't even bat an eye.

Riley peered into the kitchen and spotted Fiona next to the fridge, her eyes locked on him. "Something's wrong..." he whispered.

"What do you mean?" she asked tersely, her eyes focusing on the back door.

A shadow crossed the window set into the door and Riley dropped into a crouch. “Look!” he hissed.

The shadow paused, darkening the kitchen. Ever so slightly, the doorknob turned, encountered the lock, and stopped. After a long moment, it slowly turned the other way. It was one of the creepiest things Riley had ever seen, and a sheen of sweat formed on the back of his neck. He angrily wiped at it with his forearm and tried to appear stoic. 

Things at the front of the house heated up and Riley turned away from the back door for a second. He got the impression that the argument was coming to its conclusion. A second later, his grandfather confirmed that thought.

"...over my dead body!"

"That can be arranged!" Nico snarled. For the first time, the little tattooed man lost the irritating smile on his face, and raw anger poured through. Nico stepped aside, and Ricky leveled a massive handgun at Riley’s grandfather.

Faster than Riley could've believed, Milton dodged to the right, brought his arm up, and fired. The sound was like thunder echoing through the house. 

Riley ducked back around the corner and screamed as Ricky fired two shots in return, each one sounding like a cannon. When Riley opened his eyes, he found himself staring at a bullet hole in the floral wallpaper across the hall from his position. He swallowed, his mouth dry as sandpaper, but didn't have time to do anything else as the back door crashed open. 

A man about his own size barreled in, and staggered as he tried to regain his balance after using his shoulder to ram through the door.

More gunshots erupted from the front of the house, and fear bubbled up inside Riley, causing him to freeze. Armed men swarmed the house from the front and back—Riley was caught in the middle, armed only with a knife he didn't really know how to use. His heart pounded in his chest as if it wanted to break free and run as much as he did.

As Riley watched the scene in the kitchen unfold, the man who broke in was followed by a second man, both of them with the odd blue tattoo on one cheek that Nico bore. Thankfully, Fiona didn't seem to have any of the fear and reservations that tortured Riley.

She calmly raised her little pistol and kept her body behind the fridge. She fired one shot and caught the first man through the door in the shoulder. He cried out, staggered back into the cabinets, and fell to the floor in a clatter of utensils and plates, clutching his arm.

His partner, now warned that there was an armed defender in the kitchen, immediately ducked and backed out the broken door. As the man slipped out the back door, Riley noticed a handgun and yelled a warning to Fiona.

That turned out to be a mistake.

The man in the doorway, alerted now to the presence of a second defender, immediately raised his handgun and fired a snapshot in Riley's direction. Riley saw the movement, and dove into the bathroom in the hallway as bullets peppered the wall where he'd been just seconds earlier.

Riley didn’t have time to worry about his grandfather’s gunfight—the injured attacker in the kitchen pulled himself together enough to draw his own small pistol and fired randomly, screaming with every shot. Bullet holes appeared in the fridge, and Fiona ducked back behind the heavy appliance. Riley watched as the man outside disappeared around the corner. He found himself in an untenable position: he knew without a doubt that the man outside intended to run around to the front and overpower his grandfather. 

The only way Riley knew his grandfather was still in the fight was from the amount of fire going back and forth between the two gunslingers. And yet he couldn't leave Fiona, cornered and trapped behind the fridge while the wounded man on the floor got to his feet and readied his final assault.

One way or the other, Riley had to do something. Cassie was the only other person left in the house, and he could hear her screaming from the front room. In a best-case scenario, Riley assumed she wouldn't be much use in the fight, so that meant it was up to him to tip the odds in their favor.

With his knife.

Riley stood and emerged from the bathroom at a run, his weapon of choice raised high. It was only when the gunman in the kitchen turned and aimed at him—with a wicked smile on his face—did Riley realize that he had no real plan whatsoever other than to charge into the kitchen and help Fiona.

As the attacker aimed at Riley, a red flower appeared across the white T-shirt he wore. His eyes bulged in surprise, his mouth opened like a fish out of water, and he fell back to the floor.

Riley hadn’t heard the gunshot that ended his attacker's life. Chest heaving, he stared down at the body as Fiona joined him. "You okay?" she asked as she put a hand on his arm. "That was about the bravest thing I’ve ever seen—you distracted him enough for me to take him out."

"Yeah," Riley breathed.

More gunfire erupted from the front of the house, but it sounded a lot louder than before. "I think the guy that slipped out of the kitchen went around to the front," Fiona warned. She squeezed Riley's arm and ran for the living room. 

In any other situation, that gesture would've set his heart racing and made him feel like the king of the world. As she raced out of the room to assist his grandfather, Riley threw up all over the floor.

Some hero I am!
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Isabel Stagg floated in darkness and waited impatiently for her ancestors to find her. Death wasn't what she’d expected. For starters, it was a lot more painful—and warm. Her body was racked with pain, though she couldn't imagine why. How could she feel if she were dead? 

The heat—that was more surprising than anything. She'd always expected death to be devoid of feeling and temperature. Yet she was distinctly warm on one side of her body. The more she pondered it, the more Isabel considered the heat almost scorching. In fact, the left side of her face felt like she stood next to an open oven.

It was when hands gripped her shoulders and gave her a not so gentle squeeze that Isabel realized she wasn't dead after all. She opened her eyes and found herself in hell. 

The world was lit in orange, red, and yellow as fire consumed everything she could see. The world was on fire. As soon as her mind recognized that she was surrounded by flames, the heat that she felt on her skin made a terrible sort of sense and the pain intensified by an order of magnitude.

The events of the plane crash flashed through her mind: the fuselage ripping apart; bits of metal flying through the cabin; the attendant soaring through the air...everything rushed back at her, and Isabel twitched as if slapped.

Surrounded by pain, heat, and fire, Isabel turned her head, which sent a gut-emptying stab of pain through the back of her eyes. She found herself on the ground, still strapped into the seat. Wreckage and unidentifiable debris covered the ground around her on freshly charred earth and grass. A cacophony of smells assaulted her nose—tilled soil, fresh cut grass, and someone apparently was hosting a barbecue because she smelled...

Isabel's eyes widened and she gagged. It wasn't meat that was cooking in the fire.

With trembling, bleeding hands, Isabel managed to unstrap the safety restraints across her lap and more or less roll out of her seat. When she looked up, she saw one of the governor's aides, most of his face a melted ruin, reaching for her with a blackened, claw-like hand. 

Most of the clothes he wore had burned away to ash and cinder, but the rest had cooked into his flesh. He opened his mouth and yelled something at her, tears and blood streaming down his face, but Isabel thankfully couldn't hear. She detected a faint ringing in her ears, but otherwise was surrounded by a bubble of silence.

The man—the governor’s executive assistant, collapsed and fell out of Isabel’s line of sight. She looked frantically for him, but he’d vanished into a wall of smoke.

And then Kathy was next to her, her face a mask of blood and dirt and soot, her long hair half tied behind her head, the rest plastered to her face. Her wide, white eyes reflected the firelight as she said something to Isabel, and struggled to help her upright.

Isabel began to cry before she got to her feet. Somehow, she had survived the crash, through the guiding hand of whatever divine spirit had listened to her prayers. She closed her eyes and tilted her head up to the smoke-blackened sky.

“Thank you...” she whispered.

Isabel opened her eyes. She couldn’t hear herself speak. Her ears still rang a little, but that was it. She was nearly deaf.

"Kathy?" Isabel asked in her distant, muffled voice. At least she thought she asked—she didn't hear anything but a muffled rumble that could have been her voice, or could have been her stomach telling her she was hungry. 

Isabel shook her head, then immediately regretted the action as a wave of nausea swept over her. She turned and threw up to the side, but nothing came up. When her dry heaves had subsided, she opened her eyes and found Kathy staring at her. Kathy said something, shook her head, and pointed at Isabel, then pointed at the flaming wreckage all around them.

Isabel frowned. Even her lips hurt. "I don't understand," she tried to say. “I can't hear," she said louder, using her hands to indicate her ears. "I can't hear!" 

She struggled to her knees. "I can't hear...I can't hear..." she repeated as Kathy took her arm and tried to lead her away. Every square inch of Isabel’s body ached as if she'd spent the night in a washing machine on the spin cycle.

She blinked as a section of the fuselage flared up in a fireball. The heat wafted at her hair, singed skin, and forced her to cry out as she stepped back.

Kathy got right in her face and said something, but Isabel couldn't hear anything. Kathy pointed in her own lips and repeated whatever she said, slower.

"We...can't...stay...here..."

Isabel nodded. "I can read your lips if you go slow!"

Kathy gripped Isabel's arm, looked into her eyes, and spoke one word at a time. “Can...you...walk?”

Isabel straightened her clothes and patted down her bloodied slacks. "I think so," she said as she looked up at Kathy. "Yes, I can walk," she added, testing her weight on her feet. Her legs hurt, and she was going to have a nasty bruise from where the tumbler had crashed into her knee during the turbulence, but Isabel could manage. "I don't know how far I can go...”

Kathy said something, but she’d turned her head mid-sentence, so all Isabel could read was not far.

"Are there any survivors?" Isabel asked as she grabbed for Kathy's arm. The last thing she needed was for Kathy to disappear on her. It was difficult to see through all the black, acrid smoke. Isabel didn’t even know what time of day it was—how long had she been unconscious? She knew it was midafternoon when they’d crashed—but everything was so dark...had she lain unconscious for hours while the plane burned around her?

Thinking of the smoke made her double over with a coughing fit—that in turn caused her to dry heave some more. She wiped the spittle from her mouth and straightened herself, closing her eyes against the smoke and taking a ragged breath. Kathy emerged again from the shadows, carrying a backpack completely singed on one side and missing a strap.

"Where's my stuff?" Isabel asked, suddenly frantic. "My phone! I don't have my phone—"

Kathy shook her head and spoke slowly. “Look around you, everything is gone! We’re lucky I found this!” she said, holding up the charred backpack. “I don't have my phone either—“

"No, I need my phone! I won’t be able to contact Derek..."

Kathy put a hand out and gripped Isabel's arm. She leaned in close. “None of that matters if we don't get out of here alive. Follow me, we've got to get past these flames and get away from the debris field. We'll figure out phones later, okay? Your husband would want you to survive first!”

It took Isabel another moment to get control of her faculties, but eventually she agreed. Derek wouldn't care about her tablet or phone or even her credit cards. If she dug around the wreckage looking for that stuff and died in the fires, he'd never recover.

Kathy glanced at the charred, partially melted wreckage that surrounded her, enveloped in smoke and fire. She'd been given a second chance, a chance to see her babies again, to see her husband again. Nothing else mattered but getting back to them.

Isabel nodded. "Okay...let's get out of here."

Kathy offered a wan smile and took Isabel's hand, then cringed. They both looked down, and Kathy's hand appeared as a mangled mess of blood and ruptured skin. The ring finger on her right hand stuck out at an oblique angle.

Isabel’s stomach tightened, and only through sheer force of will did she keep herself from launching into another dry heave fit. "Kathy...your hand."

Kathy shook her head and said something faster than Isabel could read, but she understood her body language perfectly. It doesn't matter—let's go.

She slung the charred backpack over her right shoulder with her good hand, then glanced at Isabel for a final nod. Satisfied Isabel was right behind her, Kathy turned and picked her way through the flaming wreckage.

They stayed low to avoid most of the smoke and flames, but wearing business clothes and pumps, both of them struggled to make their way through the debris. Isabel tripped and fell time after time, cursing as she smashed her already injured knees against hot pieces of twisted metal and the personal effects of those on the plane.

As they groped their way through the darkening smoke, Isabel prayed that they wouldn't come across any body parts. So far all she'd seen had been a couple purses and a briefcase, and some half-burned paper. For all intents and purposes, it appeared as if she and Kathy were the only survivors.

Kathy stopped in front of her and backed up. A section of wing lay in front of them, buried in dark Kansas soil and charred cornstalks. A jet of fire lapped at the underside of the wing, creating a wall through which they could not pass. 

Kathy turned them around and Isabel plunged back into the smoke and heat heading toward what she assumed to be the center of the impact site. Again and again, they found their way blocked by bits of fuselage, engines, or burning sections of the cabin. No matter where they turned, fire, smoke and destruction blocked their path. 

Panic tightened Isabel's chest. The longer the fires continued to burn, the hotter it became and the clear space at the center of the impact site grew smaller. The walls were closing in, and Isabel's hope faded. They'd survived the crash—were they destined to be consumed by the fire?

As the two women picked their way back through the rubble for the third time, Isabel's hearing began to return. She heard the crackling roar of the fire, and smiled, wincing at the pain in her split lip, but didn't care. Her hearing was returning—it was a step in the right direction.

A gust of wind split the smoke wall to the right, and Kathy shouted something. Isabel didn't care that she couldn't understand the words, she was just happy she heard Kathy in the first place. 

Without looking over her shoulder, Kathy turned and made for the clearing. Isabel followed hot on her heels, limping as she stepped over more charred metal and cushions from the cabin. The smoke rushed back in to fill the void, but Kathy and Isabel didn't care, they'd seen a clear path to escape the wreckage. 

Freedom and safety were just 20 feet away.
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East of Sedona, Arizona

––––––––
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Derek led them forward at an agonizingly slow pace, but it felt necessary. The howling wind and stinging dust continually bombarded them, and slowed their progress down the mountain access road. He struggled to keep his footing as the wind continually pushed them forward. While grateful that the bulk of the mountain blocked most of the wind, he still fought to maintain control over the rope that tied him to Lisa and Luke. Every few steps he glanced over his shoulder, just to make sure the world still existed outside of what he could see at his feet—the only safe direction to look without getting an eyeful of sand and grit. 

Lisa was a murky presence in the cloudy air, her hair whipping back and forth as she attempted to shield her face and neck from the stinging sand. Of Luke, Derek could see nothing—the intern was lost in the storm, but the rope behind Lisa was still taut.

Derek refused to check his watch, and continued instead to struggle down the path, following the switchbacks as the road folded on itself for every dozen feet they dropped in elevation. It was a one-lane access road, so as long as he kept to the middle, Derek felt confident none of them would fall over the side—like their ill-fated truck. The more he thought about it, the more Derek realized they walked about the same pace they'd been driving.

At one point, as they rounded a bend, Derek found a slightly sheltered spot in a pocket of somewhat clear air. He pulled his two charges into the pocket, and they were able to at least wipe their face and catch their breath as the storm whistled around them on its way down the mountain toward Sedona.

"What are we doing?" Luke yelled over the storm as he wiped dust from his face.

"Here,” Derek said as he handed over one of the precious few water bottles they had left after the crash. “We need to take a break—everybody drink some water. All this dust flying around will dehydrate you faster than—"

"I don’t want to stand around taking water breaks! Now that we’re moving, we should keep moving!"

"Look, kid,” Derek said, struggling to keep his temper in check. “If I go stumbling down this path because I can't hardly blink thanks to the dust in my eyes, we might all end up dead. I need a couple minutes to clear my eyes—so unless you feel like leading this procession down the hill...?"

"I said we should never have left the station in the first place!" Luke argued.

"Derek is right, Luke," Lisa said gently, her voice pained. "We have to get to Sedona and warn people."

Derek glanced at her legs, red and blotchy, and winced. She was holding up better than he’d expected, but the toll showed on her face with the way the skin around her eyes looked tight.

"Don't you think the people of Sedona already know what's going on?" Luke snarled. "Look around you, Dr. Kowalski—this storm is kinda obvious!"

"I think you're both right,” Derek interjected. “It's not about whether we need to warn people—we need to get to Sedona no matter what. And yes,” he said, frowning, “I'm pretty sure they know exactly what's going on there. The problem is, we can't stay here..." 

“Shoulda went back to the station,” Luke mumbled sullenly.

Derek wiped water, dirt, and fresh mud from his face. "The storm is too bad for us to stay isolated up on the mountain with no communications and no power. Who knows how long it'll be before somebody decides to come check on us? We took most of the supplies with us in the truck..."

Luke sneered. "Yeah, genius idea that turned out to be."

"I didn't see you stepping up to the plate and offering any solutions other than to sit around and cry over your dead friend," Derek snapped. He immediately regretted his decision to use such harsh language when he saw the hurt in Lisa's eyes. Luke turned away and balled his fists.

Derek hated to be so blunt, but he was at the end of his rope. "Look, kid. The quicker you figure out that Dr. Stevens is dead, the quicker you can get on with your own survival. The more your brain is stuck back there with the death and destruction in that science station, the more chance you're gonna make a mistake and either get hurt or get someone else hurt,” he growled. 

Luke refused to meet his eye. “So what do you think I should do about it then?”

Derek frowned. “You better snap out of it, that’s what you should do."

"It's okay," Lisa said as she put a hand on Derek's shoulder.

Derek shrugged angrily out of her grasp. "No it's not okay—I got family stuck in New Mexico, and my wife is up in Kansas at some conference, and I'm stuck here babysitting you two,” he said, pointing at them both. “I should be with my children. I'm trying to get you guys to safety, and all I'm getting is grief from him," Derek said as he gestured loosely at Luke. "I'm going to Sedona—if you don't want to go with me, fine. Untie the rope and head back up to the station—follow the road and you’ll be fine. But if you're going to stay with me, then by God you're going to do what I tell you—when I tell you—and that includes taking mandatory water breaks. I've never seen a storm this bad, and it seems to be getting worse. So we gotta take every chance we can get to clean ourselves up. Unless you'd like to get to Sedona with permanent eye damage?"

Luke didn't say anything.

"Whatever...break’s over," Derek said, exasperated. He took the water bottle back from Lisa and stowed it in his pack. "Mount up, let's go." Lisa opened her mouth to say something, but Derek wasn't interested in platitudes and excuses. He stepped back out of the lee shelter into the teeth of the storm. 

Grumbling to himself as he trudged downhill, Derek yanked a little harder on the rope to get Lisa moving. He felt another tug as she did the same when the rope stretched tight between her and Luke, and for a moment, he lost his footing. He was about ready to turn around and march back up the hill to untie the kid from the rope when he felt the slack and realized that they were indeed following him. Sighing to himself, Derek hunched his shoulders and trudged once more into the storm.

During the long walk down the mountain, which on a good day would've only taken an afternoon, Derek let his mind wander to thoughts of his children and his wife. His parents were some of the toughest people he knew, so he didn't really worry too much about his kids. Riley and Rebecca could learn a lot from Milton and Gladys Stagg. Helping their grandparents move would build character as well, but it was his wife he was most concerned about. 

With spotty cell service, he wasn't able to get a message out to Isabel in time. Conversely, that meant that whatever she was dealing with, she couldn’t get word to him, either.

He always worried when she was out of town, and had a hard time sleeping when she wasn't there in the bed next to him at night, but this was something else entirely. He'd almost died when the truck went over the side of the ravine. Any moment walking down the path, he could lose his footing—or one of the others more likely—and end up dragging them all over the side. They might not be so lucky as when they went over in the truck—there would be nothing to protect their fragile bodies from the sharp rocks and punishing sand.

Derek shook his head to clear his thoughts. He had to focus. He had two people whose lives were on the line, and they were counting on him to get them all safely down the mountain into Sedona. He didn't have the luxury of worrying about his family. Wherever they were, they weren’t dealing with anything as disruptive and dangerous as the storm in which Derek found himself.

Resolved to steel himself against worry, Derek continued to take shallow breaths to protect his lungs from the blistering sand and trudged forward. It was only when he realized he was no longer walking on gravel that Derek looked up and stopped. A few moments later, Lisa and then Luke bumped into him.

"What's wrong?" she yelled over the wind.

"I lost the road!" he yelled back. “Don't move!" He turned and felt his way around her, using his hands to find her shoulders and arms, then reached out and found Luke. He brought them closer together and put their hands in each other’s clasp. "Hold hands, and don't go anywhere,” he yelled over the storm. “I'm only going as far as the rope will let me."

"This is just great!" Luke yelled.

Derek ignored him and stepped away from them, feeling the ground with his feet every step of the way. When the rope went tight behind him, he stopped and stretched out one leg. He was still standing on a dirt path. 

Where had the gravel access road gone? How had he walked right off it? And which way were they supposed to go? 

He knelt and felt the ground with his eyes closed against the stinging sand. Derek tried to imagine which way the slope went, but for a long moment, he couldn't tell. It was as if they’d found the only flat spot on the mountain road.

Just my luck.

Derek looked left and right, but all he saw was swirling dust, not even a stunted Joshua tree to show him which way the prevailing wind blew. If he could see some twisted branches, he’d know which direction was roughly west, and which way they ought to travel. He strained to see in the storm—nothing.

Derek stood and brushed the sand off his legs, then laughed at the futile gesture. What fabric had been cleaned was immediately covered with fresh sand and dust. He put his hands on his hips and turned, trying to see anything beyond a few feet of swirling red dust. It was like they were on Mars.

"Is this how Martians feel?" he muttered.

Unable to find his direction or the path back to the road, Derek followed the rope back to Lisa who finally emerged out of the storm still standing at the spot where he’d left her. She stood hunched next to the intern, with her arm over Luke's shoulder.

"I got some bad news," he yelled. A tumbleweed smacked him in the chest and knocked it aside with a start.

"Let me guess, you got us lost?" Luke shouted. "I knew we shoulda went back to the station!"

"We got two options," Derek yelled. "We can stand here out in the open, or we can try to find someplace nearby that's less exposed and wait out the storm."

"Why can't we just keep heading to Sedona?" Lisa yelled as she rubbed at her legs.

"Because I can't figure out which way to go! The ground here is too flat. I think we may have reached the bottom of the mountain road...we might be in the valley behind Chicken Point Overlook, but I don't know which way is west!"

"Great, just great!" Luke said as he threw his arms up in the dust, and his shirt flapped like a loose sail.

"I don't think we need to go wandering off completely blind," Lisa suggested.

"I agree,” Derek said, shielding his face. “I think we should try to find some kind of shelter."

"Look around!” Luke exclaimed. “There's nothing but dust, man! You led us out into a freaking empty spot. Nice work!" Luke yelled. 

Derek wanted to argue, but he couldn't help but laugh. There was no way he could carry on a serious discussion with two people who yelled at him with their eyes closed in the middle of a dust storm. "I'm sorry!" he yelled instead. “I'm doing my best here, but we have to face reality—we can stand here in the open or we can try and poke around until we can find a boulder or something to hide behind."

"I can't take standing here with my eyes closed anymore!” Lisa complained. “I say we try to find shelter! My legs are really starting to hurt..."

"I agree with Dr. Kowalski,” Derek yelled into the storm. “What do you say, Luke?"

"Like you’d listen to me, anyway," the younger man yelled.

"Fine!” Derek blurted. “We look for shelter!" He didn't say another word, he just turned and moved off in a different direction, cautiously prodding the ground as he went. The last thing he needed was to discover a cliff by accident—perhaps they weren’t all the way down to the valley floor yet, though it felt like they'd been walking plenty long enough.

Derek snorted. “Millennials...”
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Lavoy Residence

Two miles northwest of Santa Fe, New Mexico

––––––––
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By the time Riley gathered himself sufficiently to get down the hallway, the gunfire had slackened. Nico and his grandfather resumed their argument.

"It doesn't have to be this way!" Nico yelled from outside the house. "Just give us Cassandra, and we’ll be on our way! That is, unless you have the money..."

"The only thing you'll get if you step foot through that door is a bullet between the eyes!" Milton snarled.

"Stop fighting!" Cassandra screamed. "I'll go! I'll go! Just don't hurt my daughter!"

"Mom, don't!" Fiona yelled from across the foyer. Riley took a step closer, but she put out her hand and motioned for him to stop. She jerked her head toward the door, and Riley followed her gaze to see two armed men—Nico's enforcer and the guy who’d slipped out of the kitchen—ready to pounce. Nico stood to the other side of the door, but Riley could barely see the side of his face.

"Grandpa! You okay?" he called.

"Never been better, boy—you?" the old man's voice echoed out of the living room.

"I'm okay! But I don't think that guy in the kitchen is going to make it..."

"Well, play stupid games, win stupid prizes. Next time maybe these painted fools will think twice before they barge into somebody's house."

Milton's words did not have a good effect on Nico. "Cassandra, if you don't get out here now, I swear by the Cernunnos..."

An idea struck Riley like a bolt of lightning out of a clear sky. He slowly inched his way back toward the kitchen. Across the foyer, Fiona gave him a confused look. What are you doing? 

Riley winked at her, raised the knife, and waggled the blade in front of his face. He used his free hand to mimic turning a steering wheel on a car and stabbed with a knife through the air.

Her eyes went wide with recognition, and a grin spread across her face that Riley would remember for the rest of his life. She nodded and gestured for him to go. "I already called the cops,” she said, loud enough for Nico to hear. “You guys better get out of here before they show up!"

Riley didn't listen to the rest of the heated exchange—he turned and ran back to the kitchen, sidestepping the mess he’d made on the floor and the dead body. He caught himself at the door frame and watched as dust swirled in the air outside. 

The storm was literally on top of them—twilight had come early. He couldn't tell exactly what time of day it was just by peering out the window. Riley took a deep breath then stepped outside and the wind immediately caught his shirt. Instead of going around the house the way the attacker had gone, Riley went in the opposite direction. 

His heart racing, he felt his way along the rough brick wall until he reached the corner, then took a quick glance and pulled himself back. The entire side of the house was clear. He took another deep breath, steeled his courage, then pulled himself around the corner and sprinted to the front of the house.

He repeated his sneak and peak performance and spotted Nico's back as the diminutive mafioso yelled through the open front door. Nico's enforcer, Ricky—and the man from the kitchen—had stacked up next to their boss. All three of them had their backs to Riley. He grinned, adjusted his grip on the knife, and quickly moved across the driveway to where Nico's car and a pickup truck sat next to his father's truck loaded with Milton's gear.

The wind whistled past his ears, so he only caught every other word of the yelling from the front of the house, but it sounded to him like Cassandra had made up her mind to go with Nico, yet Milton wouldn't let her. Instead of arguing with Nico, she argued with his grandfather as well.

Riley got the feeling that the discussion was about to devolve into more gunfire, so he slipped around his father's truck and crouched next to the rear wheels of Nico's car, a big Lincoln Continental with outrageously large wheels and spinning hubcaps. Sure enough, someone fired a shot, but from outside the house, Nico couldn't tell who had the itchy trigger finger. 

Ultimately, he didn’t care—the fighting afforded him the opportunity to stab the kitchen knife deep into the rear tire of Nico's car. The punctured tire’s hissing was completely swallowed up by the rising wind from the dust storm and the gunfight in the house. 

In a matter of seconds, Nico's car sat on four flat tires and Riley moved on to the truck. It received a similar treatment—four quick slashes and four flat tires. He crouch-walked behind his father's truck and reached under the tarp. Nico laughed in the distance and yelled something inappropriate about his grandmother. 

“I got the old man!” Nico reported to Ricky. “I got him!”

If Milton had been shot, Riley knew it would only be a matter of time before Nico and his men were able to overpower Fiona, and Riley didn't want to think what would happen next.

The corner of Riley’s mouth quirked. His fingers had brushed the heavy wooden stock of the M1 Garand he’d pulled out of his grandfather’s gun safe. It was time to even the odds.

As quietly as he could, Riley pulled the heavy rifle free of the truck bed, along with a can of ammo. With fumbling fingers, he extracted a loaded clip and examined it, turning the odd device over in his hand until he figured out how to insert it in the rifle’s top-load receiver. It took him a moment to slam the clip home, then he got to his feet and raised the awkwardly heavy firearm to his shoulder. It seemed strange that the cartridges were still visible out the top of the rifle, but Riley shrugged it off as an old weapon eccentricity.

His grandfather needed a distraction. "Okay, that's enough!" he yelled.

Nico and the enforcers turned from the front door just as they were about to enter, and the looks of surprise on their faces nearly caused Riley to burst out laughing. No longer were they facing an old man and a girl with handguns. Now they stared down the barrel of a weapon of war, tested and proven on battlefields around the world for more than a hundred years.

Riley shuffled toward the front of his father's truck, but kept the rifle trained on Nico and the truck between him and the attackers. The weight was almost too much for him, unaccustomed as he was to carrying it, so he placed his elbows on the hood to brace the weapon. "Everyone drop your weapons and put your hands up.”

"There's three of us," Nico warned, as he attempted to regain his composure.

"Yeah?" Riley yelled back into the wind. "Well, there's three of us with weapons, too..."

"Stop yakking, boy!” Milton barked. “Pulled the dadgum trigger and blow one of their heads off!"

"Let's not get jumpy here," Nico said quickly as the color drained from his face.

"Don't let them talk! Pull the trigger!" Milton yelled.

Without another conscious thought, Riley squeezed the trigger. Nothing happened. He looked down at the weapon in his hands and pulled the trigger again. Nothing happened a second time.

A slow smile spread across Nico's face. "I bet that thing’s not even loaded...”

“You got to push the clip in hard to seat it!” Milton yelled.

“Duncan, take that toy away from him," Nico said with a casual flick of his hand. The man who'd broken into the kitchen and escaped, stepped around Ricky and laughed. 

“My pleasure.”

"You gotta pull back the bolt all the way, then really shove the clip home!" his grandfather said, desperate.

Riley took his eyes off the approaching thug and spotted what had to be the curved bolt handle sticking out of the side of the rifle. He yanked it back, adrenaline giving him the strength to do it properly on the first try. Then he pressed down on the protruding clip and it dropped deep into the chamber and clicked. When he pulled his fingers out, a cover snapped into place and nearly took off his thumb.

Duncan continued to walk toward him, but the smile had left his face. He turned sideways, raised his arm and took aim with the same pistol Riley had seen him use in the kitchen.

Riley wasn't about to let him get a shot off, so he squeezed the trigger. Thunder crashed, and the rifle kicked like a medieval warhorse. Riley jerked back, lost his footing, and crashed painfully on his back in the driveway.

Nico stared at the body on the ground with his eyes wide and his mouth open. Ricky shuffled back toward the far corner of the house, his hands up to show he posed no threat, though he still gripped a massive pistol in one fist.

Riley recovered faster than Nico did, though and got the rifle back into position on top of the truck’s hood

"Nico," the giant enforcer warned.

The little mafia boss blinked in the dust, looked at Riley, then sprinted for the corner of the house, disappearing in a swirl of trench coat and dust.

Left to his own devices, Ricky paused, gave Riley a long, appraising look, and slipped his bulk around the corner.

Riley stood from behind his father’s truck and looked at the body on the ground. The old .30-06 had done its job well—Riley wasn’t sure how the man’s head remained attached to his body. He glanced at the blood and gore spread out on the dusty driveway behind the body. Duncan had been dead before he’d hit the ground. Riley felt his gorge rise and swung the rifle out of the way, then threw up next to the truck.

"Belay that!" Milton growled as he limped out of the house, one arm over Fiona's shoulders, the other over Cassandra's. They helped him to the truck, carefully avoiding the body on the ground. "We ain’t got time for that kind of sentiment, boy! You did good, but you’re lucky! I can see we got a lot of work to do with you. Everybody get in the truck—now’s our chance."

"They're just going to follow us," Cassandra said as she looked at Nico's car and the other truck. Fiona cast a worried glance at her mother while she opened the door for Milton.

"I slashed all their tires," Riley reported, just barely able to keep himself from vomiting again. "They won't be following us very fast..."

From the front seat of the truck, his grandfather turned and regarded Riley carefully. A smile spread across his face. "Good thinking, boy. Now, let's get out here! We ain’t gonna make it back to Santa Fe in this storm—it's already on top of us," he said, shielding his face from the swirling dust.

"This isn't so bad," Fiona observed, as she climbed in behind the driver’s seat. "Come on, mom."

"This is just the beginning,” Milton said, watching the sky. “This here’s a real duster.”

“He may be right,” Riley added. “We saw what it looked like before it hit."

Riley handed his grandfather the M1, then shut the passenger door with shaking hands and moved around to the driver's side. Cassandra stared at the body on her driveway. 

Riley said as he gently placed a hand on her arm. "Come on Mrs. Lavoy, let's get you in the truck.”

She flinched as if she'd been bitten by a snake. "Don't touch me!" She glared at Riley like a stranger, her eyes wide and sweat dripping down the side of her gaunt face. "Everything was fine before you and your grandfather showed up!” She pointed at Fiona. "Before you showed up!"

"Mom, what are you talking about?" Fiona amended from the truck. "I’m sorry I didn’t give you a heads up I was coming to visit, but...never mind—just get in here! We have to go—those guys are trying to kill us!"

Cassandra shook her head "No, honey—they just want the money they’re owed. I can fix this—I just have to go with them.”

"What?" Milton demanded. "Don't be an idiot, Cassie. Get in the dadgum truck!"

"No, I can fix this," Cassandra insisted in a quiet voice. She looked at Fiona. "I love you, sweetie—never forget that. I can delay them. Go—get out of here. I wasn't able to provide you with the life that I wanted to, but I can help you find it on your own, now. Go." "

"Mom! We’re not leaving you!" Fiona cried.

"Riley, get in the car," his grandfather growled. 

"But—" Riley began, torn between helping Fiona's mother and following his grandfather's order.

"It's okay, Riley," Cassandra said as she put a gentle hand against his cheek. "This is what I want. I need to pay my debts."

"Mom!" Fiona cried from the back of the truck.

"Now, go!" Cassandra said, and shoved Riley with a surprising amount of force. He stumbled back and fell into the driver’s seat. The older woman was on the door faster than Riley could've believed, and he barely got his legs into the truck before she slammed it shut.

"Get us out here!" Milton said as he shook his head.

Riley fumbled with the keys, turned the engine over, and threw the truck into drive. He took one last look at Cassandra, who stood by his door, her hand on the hood and a beatific smile on her face.

"I love you," she said into the wind.

Nico and the enforcer appeared around the corner of the house, and a single gunshot rang out. A hole appeared in the center of the windshield and Riley heard the bullet punch through the back corner of the cab.

His grandfather yelled at him to drive, and Fiona screamed, but Riley tuned it all out. He mashed his foot to the floor, and the big truck roared as it leapt down the driveway into the storm. In seconds, Cassandra was gone, swallowed up by the dust along with the house and the two vehicles he’d disabled.

“I can’t leave her!” Fiona cried as she pounded on Riley’s seat.

“You’re not, child,” Milton said in a gentle, tired voice. “She left you.” He turned to Riley as they neared the end of the driveway. “Get us back to my place—the duster will give us cover.”
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Derek stepped off the hardpan bedrock and paused when his boot struck gravel. Had he found the road at last? He dropped to his hands and knees and realized it was only a rocky patch near an old, rotted cactus stump, now piled up with red dust. The access road still eluded him. 

Derek stood and threw a handful of gravel into the storm. "This is ridiculous!" he yelled. Behind him, the rope suddenly went taut. He reached back to pull Lisa in the right direction, but the rope jerked forcefully and knocked him off his feet. As he hit the ground, Derek opened his mouth in surprise, which was a mistake, because it instantly filled with dust. 

Coughing and choking on the wind-driven dust, he rolled to his side, only to feel the rope around his waist tighten again. Derek scrabbled at the ground for traction as Lisa pulled him into the storm.

“What are you doing?” he yelled.

Desperate to dig his feet into the soil and arrest his painful movement, Derek realized that while he’d been concerned about finding a hidden cliff, one of the others must've already done so. He kicked his boots straight into the dirt and about broke a toe attempting to gain a foothold, but the dry soil finally gave way. 

Derek finally managed to grab with bleeding hands the tip of a rock buried far deeper in the dirt than it looked. Luke and Lisa’s weight on the rope pulled his body around, and Derek screamed in agony as his shoulders tried to separate themselves from their sockets, but he held firm. He had to—his own life might well have been on the line, because he still had no idea what was going on behind him.

A faint scream drifted on the wind, and Derek realized Lisa was struggling as the rope continued to buck and quiver. He managed to shove one foot into the dirt up to his ankle, which gave him just enough traction to release one hand from the rock. While in his precarious position laying flat on the ground and face into the wind, Derek managed to rummage blindly in his pack until he found one of his safety lines with a carabiner still attached. 

He looped it awkwardly around the partially exposed rock and clipped it to his belt, then eased off, then let go. Luke and Lisa on the rope behind him pulled Derek straight back, but the improvised safety line he’d attached to the rock held fast.

Derek sighed with relief—at least he wouldn't go flying over whatever edge the other two had discovered. Now he could focus his attention on getting the rest of the group back under control. Derek rolled onto his side and carefully released the emergency straps on his backpack so he could lie flat on his back and dig his heels into the dirt. 

Once secure, with his heels in the soil and the safety line around the rock behind him, Derek reached down with both hands and pulled on the rope attached to his waist. He hauled hand over hand and gained inch by inch with monumental effort. As sweat beaded on his forehead and soaked through his shirt, it turned to mud in the face of the dust storm. Derek continued to haul the rope closer and closer, grunting with each pull, and ignored the storm that howled around him.

Eventually he saw a shadow of movement in the swirling dust, then Lisa emerged. He reached out and grabbed her arm as she flailed about, completely blind and screaming. He let go of the rope and held on to her arm as her waist carried all of Luke’s weight. She cried out in agony as the hastily tied safety line—never really meant for climbing—tried to cut her in half.

"I've got you—hold on to my leg," Derek yelled as he guided her hands to his calf. She latched on with the strength of desperation, and he stretched back and hauled enough rope behind her to create a loop of slack. She breathed a sigh of relief and collapsed against his leg as Luke’s weight came off her waist. Derek strained against the weight and worried he might tear a muscle, but managed to loop the rope over the exposed rock he'd found. With the pressure now taken up by the rock and not solely on Lisa's spine, Derek could focus on rescuing Luke.

"What happened?" he yelled as he pulled Lisa up abreast with him. She latched on to him, and snugged her body against the length of his. "He disappeared—he was right there—and the next thing I know, I’m flying backward, being pulled over the edge. I didn't even hear him yell,” she hollered, “I just went flying!" She shook with the explanation, terrified. 

Derek gave her a quick hug and a reassuring pat on the back, then leaned close to her ear. "Could you hear him?"

Lisa kept her eyes closed tight and pushed her face into Derek's chest to shake her head. "I didn't hear or see anything—one second the rope was slack, the next it was like a steel rod and I was flying backward through the air. Then all of a sudden, I came to a stop just as I went over the edge...I thought I was going to be pulled in half!” She hugged him again. “That’s when you started pulling me up."

"It's okay,” Derek yelled, hugging her briefly in return. “You're safe now. Hold on to this rope here—I tied it to a rock. Keep your back to the wind and tuck those legs up under you. We’re not going anywhere, but I need to move past you and help Luke!"

Derek did just that, but discovered that the rope on the other end was still so tight either Luke was purposely fighting him, or was unable to help pull himself up over the cliff edge. He swallowed the dust in his mouth, wrapped the rope around his arm, and gave a pull again. It was like lifting dead weight.

"Come on kid, help me out..." he growled through clenched teeth as the wind continued to buffet him. He closed his eyes against the onslaught of sand and dirt and tried not to think about how his skin was on fire from the storm’s constant abrasion.

Derek pulled and pulled on the rope until his arms burned and his back spasmed. When he could pull no more and had exhausted what strength he had left, he turned to Lisa, who still clutched the rock next to them for dear life. "How far back was Luke?"

"I don't know,” she yelled back.

Derek looked at the bundle of rope he’d pulled through the storm. Luke had to be just out of sight. "Luke!” he screamed. “Can you hear me?"

The wind howled in response and hissed by his ears. Dust stung his hands, neck, and face, like someone rubbing his skin with an emery board. The storm was getting worse. If they didn’t find shelter soon, he worried they’d start to suffer some severe damage to any exposed skin. 

The rope remained taut in his hands, so Derek knew Luke was still attached—the problem was he didn't know how far out the young man was, and where the edge of the precipice might be hiding in the storm. Derek frowned as he fought to hold what rope he’d managed to haul in. He couldn’t pull any more, but his hands wouldn’t be able to keep Luke’s weight on the line for much longer.

His mind raced for a long moment, then Derek hit on an idea. He took the rope that he’d used to pull up Lisa and lashed it around the anchor rock.

“What are you doing?” Lisa called.

“Just hang tight, I’m going to try something!” Her weight counterbalanced Luke's, so the rock took the pressure off Derek's arms. Lisa clutched the earth as if she might fall off, but managed to keep herself steady.

"Don't move!" Derek advised.

"Trust me I don't want to," she yelled back, her eyes scrunched tight and her face in the dirt. Spreadeagled as she was, the meteorologist looked like someone who’d tried to do a belly flop on the ground. Her legs looked even redder than they had before. Was that blood?

Derek looked away and carefully crouch-walked forward until one boot slipped into empty air. His stomach clenched, and he fell back as a strong gust almost took him over the edge. Having found the edge at last, though, Derek followed the rope with his hands.

Shielding his face from the wind with one hand, he spotted a dark shape floating just a few feet below the edge. And what an edge.

A sheer rock face dropped at least ten feet down—Derek guessed it was deeper, but he couldn’t see any further. There was a bit of clear air just below Luke. The young man was unconscious and hung like a rag doll from the rope tied around his waist. 

“Luke! Hang on, Luke!”

With his target in sight, a reinvigorated Derek pulled the rope methodically and dragged Luke up inch by inch the last few feet. At last, his muscles burning and sweat stinging his eyes, Derek grabbed the young man's shirt and hauled him bodily over the edge.

Flat on his back, panting from exertion, Derek struggled to catch his breath before he rolled on his side and checked on Luke. "Hey man, you okay?"

No response.

Derek reached out and placed two fingers on Luke's throat, seeking a pulse and afraid of what he’d find. A moment later, he closed his eyes in relief when he felt a strong, steady beat. "Okay, you're going to be okay!" he yelled, and gave Luke a hearty pat on the back.

The college intern coughed and a cloud of dust erupted from his mouth. He coughed some more, then rolled on his side so his back faced into the wind and rubbed his face. "What happened?" he called groggily.

Before Derek could answer, Luke remembered. He threw his arms out in a spastic attempt to regain his balance as his mind remembered falling over the cliff, though his body told him he was on the ground.

"Whoa!” Derek yelled. “You're okay!" He placed a hand on the young man's chest. "Come on, let's get away from the edge—Lisa’s waiting for us just over there." Derek grimaced as he realized his gesture was useless. The rope trailed away into the swirling dust just a few feet away, yet Lisa was completely hidden by the storm. 

He helped Luke to his feet and the two of them hunched over into the wind and staggered a few paces until they found Lisa still spreadeagled on the ground. "Look what I found!" Derek yelled.

He helped Luke get to his knees next to Lisa, and the two colleagues hugged. "Thank you!" Lisa yelled.

Derek saw Luke reaching out into the storm, and he gripped the intern’s hand,  then was surprised when the younger man pulled him into a group hug. "Thank you! You saved my life!"

"Lisa helped," Derek replied. "I couldn't have done it without her!"

The young man squeezed both of them. "Thank you both! I'm sorry I've been such a jerk."

"Don't worry about it!” Derek yelled “Let's try to get out of this mess—I think it’s getting worse.”

“Is that possible?” Luke yelled.

"Now what do we do?" Lisa hollered.

"We keep moving!" Derek replied. "Give me a minute to get all these ropes untangled, and we’ll get going. Is anybody hurt?"

"I think I'm okay," Lisa yelled. "But my back hurts—I got jerked pretty hard by the rope..."

"We'll take it easy then. What about you?" he asked Luke.

"I don't—” Luke began, then coughed. “I don’t know...I feel like I've been hit by a truck!"

"Can you both walk?" Derek asked as he stuffed the extra rope he'd wrapped around the rock into his pack.

"I think so, yeah," Luke yelled, his eyes closed as he wrapped his hands around the rope that tied him to Lisa.

"Yes," she yelled. “I can walk. But I don’t know how much more of this I can take,” she said in a weakly, barely audible voice.

"Okay, then,” Derek yelled into the storm. “Everybody up!" He helped the others and untangled all the ropes between the three of them. "Everything's all straightened out now, so we’re going to try this again. I'll go forward and make sure we don't fall off a cliff. Lisa, just follow the rope and come straight behind me. Luke, you do the same thing—Lisa, pull Luke along so he knows exactly which way to go. Got it?"

Lisa and Luke, eyes closed tight, nodded their understanding.

"Okay,” Derek yelled. “Here we go!"
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Isabel struggled forward through increasingly thick cornstalks, which forced Kathy to slow her frenetic pace as the two of them forced their way through what they thought was a cornfield. The black smoke cleared, and they found themselves not in a cornfield, but an unending sea of corn.

"Where are we?" Isabel gasped. She tripped in the corn and hissed in pain as her knee protested. 

Kathy saw Isabel's grimace and stopped. She turned in a slow circle, trying to catch her breath, then glanced back at the plume of smoke rising up into the sky behind them. "I have no idea...I can't see anything...the corn’s too tall.” She froze and glanced at Isabel. "You hear that?"

Isabel shook her head and grimaced. "I barely hear you over the ringing in my ears."

Kathy frowned. "It sounds like...sounds like a four-wheeler...or two of them...?" She craned her neck, listening.

Isabel turned and tried to push some of the cornstalks apart to see, but it only revealed more corn in an unending swath, no matter which way she turned, except for the path they’d created as they traveled from the crash site. Broken stalks littered the way they'd stumbled through the crops, destroying the tall dry plants as they escaped the inferno. Beyond, a wall of black smoke obscured the impact site.

"It is an ATV!" Kathy shouted. She stripped off her ripped, bloodied business coat and swung it in the air. "Over here!" she yelled as she jumped and waved the tattered garment like a flag.

"Help us!" Isabel shouted. She couldn't hear, but her voice still worked.

Seconds later, the corn parted in front of Kathy and a young man in camouflage pants and a filthy white T-shirt burst forth in a shower of cornstalks and leaves. He shouted something in surprise that Isabel couldn't hear—she could barely hear the roar of the engine—and stood on the brakes, nearly going over the handle handle bars in an attempt to stop before he ran over the two women.

Behind him, as he talked with Kathy, a second ATV rolled up, this one more like a golf cart on steroids. An older man, with a family resemblance to the young man on the ATV, pulled his bulk from the driver’s bench and adjusted the overalls he wore over his impressive beer gut.

Kathy shook both their hands and Isabel stepped forward as she pointed back at the crash site."We’re the only survivors, I think...it went down right over there, but the fire’s spreading and we can't stay here."

Isabel only caught a few words of the farmer’s reply. He wiped sweat from his brow with a red bandanna pulled from his back pocket. She watched the young man as he eased around Kathy and crept closer to the fire, a wary eye on the black smoke that rose up into the sky. He looked to be in his 20s, maybe a little younger. 

Tan and strong, exactly the way she would've expected a farmer's son to appear. The farmer on the other hand, looked more like he was ready for retirement. What little hair he had left was gray and his face was weathered and wrinkled, the result of a lifetime in the sun.

Kathy tugged on Isabel's sleeve and she turned. "This is Ron Clark. He owns this farm."

The old farmer tore his eyes away from the raging inferno consuming his crops and offered a shaky smile to Isabel. "I sure am glad you ladies made it out okay."

"Sorry about your field..." Isabel offered.

"You think anyone else made it?" Clark mused as he looked back at the fire. “Sure looks bad...”

"I...I don't know,” Kathy said. “We barely got away from the flames."

Isabel nodded. "There may be people on the other side—we didn't get a chance to check."

"Ronnie!" the farmer called. "Get on your quad there and head ‘round the other side—see if there're any survivors, yeah? I'll take these two back to the house and bring water and first-aid stuff."

"No problem, dad," the young man said as he smiled at Isabel and climbed aboard the ATV.

"Be careful, son. That's jet fuel out there, ain’t going to burn itself out anytime soon."

Ronnie's reply was lost as he kicked the ATVs engine to life and tore off through the corn in a shower of dirt and leaves.

Mr. Clark gently escorted Kathy toward his side-by-side. "You sure look pretty banged up, Miss Kathy. Miss Isabel, can you walk?" he asked over his shoulder as he helped Kathy aboard.

"I think so..." Isabel said as she limped over and climbed into the back seat. She sighed and relaxed into the minimal cushioning, grateful to allow the weight of her body to be supported by something other than her injured leg. "Ah...that's better already..."

Clark climbed behind the wheel, then turned them around, carefully pushing as much corn out of the way as he could until he returned to the path that he and his son had cleared on their way from the farmhouse. "My wife, Martha, already called for help," he explained over the noise of the engine as they picked up speed. 

Isabel opened her eyes and held onto the shaking roll cage. She spotted a picturesque farmhouse in the distance, rising above the cornfields that surrounded it. "Your house is beautiful," Isabel said, unable to think of anything else to say.

Clark glanced over his shoulder and nodded his thanks at the compliment. "Been in my family almost 150 years now," he said with pride. "Lived here all my life—can't say anything this exciting has ever happened before."

Kathy placed her hands against the sides of her head. "I think I'm gonna be sick..." she muttered.

Clark pulled to a stop, and Kathy more or less fell out of her seat. Isabel got out faster than Clark could and helped Kathy keep the hair out of her face as she threw up into the corn. The acrid smell of burning jet fuel was still strong enough to bring tears to Isabel's eyes. 

Behind them, Mr. Clark coughed and spat into the crops. "I hope my boy finds some others that made it—we didn't even see the plane come out of the sky. House shook though...how big was it?"

Kathy stood and wiped her face with one shaky hand. Isabel turned and guided her back to the front seat. "It was just a small corporate jet,” she explained. “We were coming from Manhattan...The Southwest soil summit."

"Manhattan?” the farmer asked, his face scrunched in confusion. “Kansas?”

Isabel nodded, then climbed into the back seat. "Yes..." she groaned, as she manipulated her injured leg into a comfortable position.

"Where y'all headed?" Clark asked as he climbed behind the wheel again and the little vehicle tilted under his weight.

"Back to Arizona,” Isabel said as she relaxed and closed her eyes again. “We’re with the governor’s delegation..." Isabel's eyes flew open. "The governor! He was on the plane!"

Clark turned in his seat and looked back at the wreckage. "Oh, there's gonna be a mess of trouble about this, for sure. We better get back to the house and call the cops again," the farmer said in a grave voice. "Plane going down with people on board is a bad deal, but a state governor on board is a whole other thing." He shook his head. "There goes my quiet weekend."

At the farmhouse, Clark pulled them to a gravel-popping stop at the back door. The screen porch door closed with a bang, and a middle-aged woman in jeans with a gingham apron around her waist rushed down the steps. "Ron, are you—oh, hello," she said upon seeing Kathy and Isabel emerge from the vehicle. "My word! Aren't you two banged up! Come on inside dears, and we’ll get you cleaned up.”

"We really appreciate this Mrs. Clark," Kathy said as she helped Isabel limp up the wooden steps to the back door.

"Don't think anything of it—let's just get you inside before it rains."

Isabel blinked. "Rain," she said as she winced on the last step. "It was a sunny day..." She looked up. Beyond the black pall of smoke from the impact site that hung across the crops—which now looked to be more than 1/3 of a mile away—dark clouds covered most of the sky.

"Oh, it's just a thunderstorm...Heaven knows we need the rain...” Mrs. Clark said dismissively as she ushered the two injured women into her house. "Let's get you into the kitchen. Ronald,” she called over her shoulder, “there's plenty of bandages and bottled water there for you by the front door.”

“Got it,” he replied as he lumbered up the steps.

His wife stopped and turned to look at him. "Ronald Clark, you make sure and keep Ronnie out of them fires—and don't you go getting burned, either. We’re fixing to have enough on our hands without you getting hurt."

"Yes, Ma’am,” Clark said automatically as he picked up the supplies she’d prepared for him.

“Ronald.”

He smiled at her. “Love you.”

“You, too!” she called as he climbed down the steps and into the waiting farm cart.

The porch door slammed again as he left, and Isabel flinched. Her hearing was returning minute by minute, but the sudden noise startled her without normal background noise as a buffer.

"Here, now—sit down at the table," Martha ordered as she helped Kathy to his seat. "You look terrible, dear." She made Kathy tilt her head back and peered in her eyes. "You got a nasty bump on your head here..."

"That explains the nausea," Kathy murmured.

"I'm no nurse, but I've already called the police,” Martha explained as she opened a packet of gauze bandages. “I reckon the fire department will be here soon." She smiled at Isabel. "We’re a ways out in the country, so it might take a few minutes..." She turned back to Kathy and applied a clean, wet cloth to her forehead. "In the meantime, we’ll get you cleaned up.” As she worked, she looked over at Isabel. "How's that leg, darling? You were limping pretty bad on it..."

Isabel rubbed her face, trying to take in everything and deal with Martha’s constant stream of orders and chatting and ministrations. She opened a bottle of water with trembling hands. "I hurt my leg during the crash...I can still walk on it, but I think my knee is swelling up."

"Here," Martha said as she stood from the table and moved to a cabinet over the sink. "I have some ibuprofen in here..." 

She rummaged through bottles of medicine and plastic baggies of pills. “A house full of boys on a farm means I need to be my own pharmacist sometimes," she explained with a smile. "My husband doesn't help in that department either, always cuttin’ himself or banging something up."

She handed Isabel a couple ibuprofen tablets and smiled. "Are you married, dear?" she asked with a nod toward the wedding ring on Isabel's hand.

Isabel swallowed the medicine, then touched the ring with her other hand. The gold metal gleamed next to her soot and blood covered hand. "Yes," she said with a smile. "My husband..." she looked up at Mrs. Clark. "Have you heard anything about the storm in Arizona?"

"The dust storm? Oh, my goodness, yes," Martha said as she settled down to help Kathy again. "It's all over the news, though I suppose your plane crash will be getting some coverage now, too...”
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Derek stepped out into the storm again and resumed their progress. He hoped they traveled at least somewhere close to west...it would be a shame to find out when the dust settled that they’d been going in the wrong direction the entire time. He led them on into the storm, down slight ravines at a snail’s pace, and stumbled up hills. No matter what obstacle they faced, he took his time and made sure the others followed in a straight line. 

It was not the easiest overland hike he'd ever been on, but Derek maintained a steady, slow pace and the others crept along behind him. They didn't encounter any more hidden cliffs, which gave Derek some hope that they were indeed traveling west as the landscape continued to grow flatter. But the wind had shifted and now hammered them from the front instead of pushed them forward. The going became exponentially more difficult.

He doubled over into the wind and struggled forward, step after step. It was like walking through a hurricane. Then he realized the ground had angled up. Derek froze—that didn't make any sense. They were coming down off the mountain—from what he could recall of the ten-minute drive from Sedona, he'd been going up the entire way to get to the National Weather Service station.

Lisa continued to crouch-walk until she bumped into him, and a moment later, Luke found her. "Why did we stop?" Lisa yelled. She immediately crouched over and whimpered, trying to shield her raw legs. “Please keep moving...”

“The ground is rising,” Derek explained. “I don't know if we’re going the right way anymore!” He thought for a second as the wind screamed around him and sand buffeted him from all directions. "I’ve got an idea—I'm going to pay out some more rope...you guys stay put. Don't go moving around. Better yet, just sit down. Okay?"

The others readily agreed and sat with their backs to the storm, heads hunched together and held hands. Luke tried to protect Lisa from the wind with his own body. She all but collapsed against him. Derek frowned. She wouldn’t last much longer. Time was running out.

Derek untied the rope around Lisa's waist and stretched it out so that only he and Luke were tied to the rope. "You two stay together. I'm going to go out as far as I can in the direction we were headed—maybe I'll be able to find us some shelter."

Derek left the other two huddled against the storm and slowly marched uphill across the smooth sandstone. That was another feature he hadn't expected to find. The whole time they'd been walking off the gravel access road, they'd been on the soft sandy dirt or hard-packed rock so ubiquitous in central Arizona. Yet now he found himself on a massive slab of sandstone. Even more troubling, it continued to angle up.

By the time he reached the end of the extended rope, Derek realized what they faced. They had reached the edge of a rocky outcrop—not unlike the one to which the National Weather Service station had been attached. He spent an extra ten minutes or so and wandered back and forth at the extreme limit of the rope. It didn’t take him long to determine they’d worked themselves out onto a semicircle outcropping of sandstone with a sheer drop of at least a dozen feet.

Derek worked his way to the edge, the rope tight behind him. He crawled on hands and knees to the very edge of the smooth round slope and peered over the side. The wind continued to rage around him and threatened to push him over, but he held fast to the sandstone precipice and waited. His eyes narrowed as he watched for a gap in the dust. 

It took longer than he wanted, but eventually he saw something in the murky red haze. A flash of light caught his eye downslope. A moment later, a pair of lights appeared next to where the first flash had caught his attention. 

Headlights.

Derek scrambled back to his feet and retraced his steps back to Luke and Lisa. About ten feet from the edge, he saw a split in the rock. It was the perfect spot for a safety anchor. He took a knee, removed his backpack, and pulled out the dusty climbing gear he’d used at the weather station. He wedged one of the carabiners into place and locked it in the crack, then looped the climbing rope through. He grinned as he worked. Lisa wouldn’t like his idea—and Luke would hate it—but they didn't have much of a choice.

He followed the rope back to the scientists and took a knee next to them. Derek wiped the dust from his face and grimaced. "So, I got good news and bad news!"

"What's the bad news?" Luke yelled.

"What's the good news?" Lisa shouted at the same time.

They all shared a laugh that was quickly swallowed up by the storm. Then Derek explained about the lights he'd seen. "It's gotta be the outskirts of Sedona! We must've come a little further south than I wanted—but at this point, we’ll have to go several miles out of our way to get off of this outcrop."

"So what do we do?" Lisa yelled.

"Easiest thing to do would be to repel down the cliff face."

"What?" Luke and Lisa hollered at the same time.

“It'll be easy!” Derek yelled. "I have all the gear—I was climbing the weather station instrument mast as the storm hit. I’ll strap you into the safety harness, then I lower you over the side. I've already got an anchor set up close to the edge.”

“I don’t know...” Luke said as he shook his head.

“You don't have to do anything,” Derek persisted, “except take off the gear once you get to the bottom. I'll haul it back up and put it on the next person. Once you two are both on the bottom, I'll come down and we’ll tie us all back together again."

His two companions, their eyes still shut against the blistering sand, instinctively turned their heads to face each other before Lisa spoke. "Would this get us to Sedona faster?"

"Might mean the difference of a whole day," Derek guessed. "If we have to loop back all the way we came—it would take a pretty long while even if we could see where we're going. I don't know about you, but I'm not relishing the idea of spending the night out here in this."

"Worst...hike...ever," Luke grumbled.

"I think we better try," Lisa shouted. She blindly found Derek's hand and squeezed it with both of hers. "I trust you."

Derek nodded, then grimaced again. They still couldn’t see his gesture. "Who wants to go first?"

"I'll go," Luke volunteered. "I can help from the ground if there's any trouble with Dr. Kowalski."

Lisa frowned. "Luke, you were already knocked unconscious once, why don't I go down first." 

Derek had to agree. "I think that's the safest option—you've already taken a pretty good beating, kid."

The order of descent settled, Derek helped Lisa into the safety harness and strapped it tight around her thighs and waist. He fed a separate rope through the gear, then walked them both over to the edge where he found the anchor point. Once she was secure and the rope was tied safely around his own waist, Derek had Luke sit at the anchor point and hold onto the rope. He carefully walked Lisa to the edge and had her sit down, so her legs dangled over the precipice.

"Okay, I know this is going to be scary—just keep your eyes closed and hold onto the straps across your chest. That's all you have to do."

"I feel like I'm going to throw up!" Lisa yelled.

"It'll be okay!” Derek shouted. “I'll go nice and slow—I do this all the time,” he lied. "Besides, I think it's only about a ten-foot drop. It's not that bad."

"Are you sure about this?" Lisa hollered into the sand and dust. A particularly strong gust of wind hit Derek and drove him to his knees. "Yes! And we gotta get going! The storm isn’t getting any weaker, and the more exposed we are the more dangerous it’ll be for all of us!"

Lisa nodded and clutched the safety rig across her chest. "I'm ready!"

Derek got into position and placed his hand gently on her back. "Okay, start scooting forward...I've got the rope, you're not gonna fall!"

Lisa shifted her hips and inched forward slowly. She squealed when she found the true edge and began to slide, but Derek gripped the rope and leaned into it, which tightened the safety line from the anchor point and arrested her fall. 

Derek noticed she literally hung off the edge of the precipice, her lower body over empty air. She screamed in pain. “My legs! Hurry!”

He immediately released his grip and let her slowly, haltingly, down. It took a few moments, but eventually her head passed out of sight and into the dust swirling below the edge. Derek continued to release the rope as fast as he dared. In less time than he’d expected, the rope suddenly went slack. As if on cue, it jerked twice in his grip—the prearranged signal that Lisa had made it to the ground safely. A few moments later, he felt three tugs on the rope—the safety harness was off.

"I hope you stay put, or we’ll never find you again," Derek muttered as he quickly hauled the rope and harness back up over the edge.

Then it was Luke's turn. Derek worked his way back to the anchor point, got Luke strapped into the safety gear, and led him to the edge, where he repeated the process. Luke's journey was smoother, now that Derek had the hang of it, and in no time at all the young man was on the ground below the cliff face. The rope jumped in Derek’s hand twice.

Once the safety harness was released again, Derek quickly hauled it up and dragged it to himself, then worked his way back to the cliff face a third time paying out the rope as he went. He slid over the edge and rotated until he could plant his feet against the cliff face and rappelled down to the others. At the bottom, he found Luke and Lisa huddled together against the rocky outcrop in a calm spot where the dust wasn’t quite so fierce. 

Derek dropped the last few feet and immediately moved next to them. "We made it!" he yelled. The other two held him tight for a long moment, and Lisa cried in relief.

“I’m never doing that again!” Luke shouted.

When everyone had calmed down, Derek had them sit against the base of the cliff while he pulled the safety rope back to him. He untied it from the harness, then yanked down the rope hanging from above. The tail end zipped up over the top of the cliff, passed through the anchored carabiner left in the crack above, and fell down around his feet. Derek didn't like the idea of leaving yet another anchor point where he'd never find it again, but at least he still had the rope, which he quickly coiled and tossed into his pack.

"Is everybody okay?" he shouted. He lashed the rope around his waist and handed it to Lisa to tie around her waist. Once Luke was tied in, Derek turned to continue the walk toward where he'd seen headlights.

Luke grabbed his arm and held him still for a second. "I couldn't help it, I opened my eyes before you lowered me—I got sand in them pretty bad, but for a split second, I could see! There's a weird building down that way," he said as he pointed straight out from the cliff face.

Derek nodded. "I think I saw some headlights in that direction."

“The building I saw was all angles and looked strange. I think it's a church because—you’re gonna think I’m crazy, but I swear I saw a cross!"

Derek closed his eyes and sighed in relief. 

"That's gotta be the Chapel of the Holy Cross!" Lisa shouted. Her face was streaked with tear tracks and dirt, but her smile was unmistakable. 

Derek clapped Luke on the back. “If it's in that direction, and you could see the cross, then I know exactly where we are!"
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Stagg Homestead

Four miles northwest of Santa Fe, New Mexico

––––––––
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Riley drove them through the depths of the dust storm and crept along the access road, hunched over the wheel in an attempt to see through the murk on the other side of the windshield. "This is crazy! I can hardly see..."

Next to him in the front seat, his grandfather nodded stoically. "Yup...this here’s a big one." After a moment of silence, he turned to Riley. "Kill the lights, boy."

"What? Why?" Riley demanded. "It's already hard enough to see..."

“Them lights won’t help do anything except show Nico and those blue painted goons where we are."

Riley grimaced. He hadn't thought of that. Dutifully, he switched off the headlights. True to his grandfather's word, their visibility didn't decrease at all.

"I can't tell where the turn is for your driveway..." Riley muttered. He was torn between getting them all safely to his grandfather's old house and checking on Fiona, who hadn't said a word since they’d left Cassandra with Nico. Riley expected her to explode into a towering rage, or break down into tears, but after they pulled out of the driveway, she’d fallen silent. 

He glanced at her in the rearview mirror. Laying against the back seat, her head lolled listlessly to the left. She stared out the window at the swirling void of dust that surrounded them. He wanted to comfort her, he wanted to tell her everything was going to be okay, he wanted to do something for her...but he had to focus on the road.

"I think that...I think that's it, there," his grandfather said as he tapped the passenger window with his finger. “Yep—that’s it, turn here!”

"Okay...I see it—yeah, I think you're right!"

“Of course I’m right,” Milton Stagg grumbled.

Riley turned the wheel and pulled them off the main gravel access road onto the dirt driveway. The house was set off the road a ways, so they crunched and popped across the gravel as the wind whistled and howled around the cab. Bits of gravel peppered the metal shell of the truck and made it sound like they were driving through a hailstorm.

"This things gettin’ worse. Hurry up, boy, we don't have much time."

"Time for what? The storms already on us, grandpa—I don't think those—"

"Trust me, boy, people willing to die for something don't give up so easy."

Riley blinked. In all the excitement, he’d totally forgotten that Fiona had killed somebody. That he’d killed someone. A pit of cold solidified in his stomach. On top of all that, Fiona had lost her mother.

No wonder she looks like she's in a coma...

"Turn us around, there's the house," Milton said, pointing out the windshield.

Embarrassed that his thoughts had been on Fiona instead of the road, Riley ignored the heat in his cheeks and quickly turned the truck around and backed up to the house.

"That's it," Milton advised, as he watched their progress in the side mirror. "Back all the way to the garage door."

"I still can't see those guys coming out in the middle of the storm to track us down," Riley said as he shifted the truck into park.

"Indulge me," his grandfather replied with a crooked smile. "You two stay here for a minute—I'll get the door open. Then you back this thing in as quick as you can. We got a lot of work to do."

And just like that, Milton was gone. He disappeared into the swirling maelstrom. The wind howled, sand hissed across the windshield, and dust blew through the open door as the old man got out. Then with a slam everything was muted again.

Riley kept his hands on the steering wheel and his eyes on the mirror. Eventually, he turned and looked over his shoulder. "How you doing?" He immediately winced at the casualness of his question.

Fiona continued to stare out the side window. She snorted. "How do you think I'm doing?"

Riley nodded and turned back to the mirror. One thing at a time, first take care of the truck, then take care of Fiona.

Before long, the garage door opened, and he watched the solid panel lift up and out of the way. His grandfather waved impatiently at him.

Riley shifted into reverse and rolled the truck inside the garage, noticing immediately how much quieter it was out of the wind. He’d barely gotten the front of the truck past the entrance before Milton slapped the button and brought the big door down again.

The garage door closed, and they were encased in the glow of a single overhead bulb. Riley sighed. It'd been a lot of work to load the truck by himself—after emptying the house. And yet here he was, back where he’d started.

The passenger door opened and his grandfather leaned in. "What you waiting on, boy? Come on—we gotta unload this thing."

"Unload it?" Riley asked. He glanced at Fiona, who ignored him. "What for?"

"I done told you once—Cassie's friends out there are going to be coming back. We need to be ready—that fight we just had...that was just the beginning. Trust me, I know these types."

"One of these days, you’re going to have to tell me exactly how you know these types," Riley muttered as he got out of the truck.

"We get through this,” the old man said with a wink. “I promise I'll tell you everything, boy."

Riley moved the driver seat forward. "You need any help?" he asked Fiona as he extended a hand.

"I'm fine," she muttered, ignoring his offer of assistance.

She climbed out and blinked like an animal emerging into the sunlight as she looked around the empty garage. She slowly rubbed one hand up and down the other arm, then walked to the rear of the truck. 

"Come on, child," Milton said from the other side of the vehicle. "Let's get you inside and settled."

She immediately nodded and moved next to the old man. The two of them left Riley alone in the garage. "Awesome," Riley groused as he undid the tarp, now covered in yellowish dust. “By ‘we need to unload,’ you meant me...”

It took him the better part of an hour to get the truck emptied and all the gear they’d taken from the house back into the house. By the time Riley finished, Fiona and his grandfather had cobbled together a hearty meal of survival rations and ice cold well water. It wasn't much by way of an apology for making him do the majority of the heavy lifting, but Riley saw it as a start.

He collapsed, sweaty and exhausted, next to a pile of boxes in the living room and gratefully downed a glass of cold, clear water from the well beneath the house. "Man, that tastes good."

"You ain’t tasted this goulash yet," his grandfather said around a mouthful of food. "Fiona here is quite the cook! Would’ve loved to have her with us back in Korea...”

Fiona blushed, tucked a lock of hair over one ear, and smiled as she offered Riley a plate of unidentifiable food. "Here, try this. It’s not much, but evidently it’s edible. I specialize more in Ramen noodles and PBJs, but...”

Riley arched an eyebrow and sniffed at the plate. "That sounds like famous last words."

Fiona laughed, and her face brightened with amusement. Whatever she and Milton had been talking about, the old man had evidently been able to pull her out of her funk.

Riley smiled, took a fork, and tried the food. He blinked in surprise and looked up. "This is pretty good!"

“What, did you think she was gonna poison you?” Milton said, pointing his fork at Fiona.

Riley took another bite. "What is it?"

"Boy, there's two rules I live my life by,” his grandfather said before Fiona could speak. “Never look a gift horse in the mouth and never ask a woman what she made. Be grateful you didn’t do the cooking, then ask for seconds.”

Fiona laughed again, and color crept up in her cheeks. “Your grandfather’s a smart man.”

“How do you think I survived to this ripe old age? I ain’t stupid,” he muttered.

“To be honest,” Fiona continued, “I don't really know what it is—I emptied a bag of this and a bag of that, stirred some water to get it all mixed together, and heated it over the stove." She shrugged one shoulder. "It's not bad...”

"I'll say," Riley muttered around another mouthful of the mystery dish. "I could eat half my body weight in this right now...”

"Well, you earned a bit of a rest,” his grandfather said. “I'm sorry I made you empty the house, then fill it again," Milton apologized as he looked around. "But this storm isn't going to be a small one—I can feel it. And we’re bound to have more trouble with them painted idiots before long."

Riley's appetite waned, and he put his fork down. "So what are we going to do?"

The old man sighed. “For starters, we have to assume they're coming here first."

"Why?” Riley asked. “There's no way they could have seen us leave, and I slashed all their tires...their vehicles aren’t going anywhere anytime soon—not on the dirt roads around here."

Milton nodded. "That was some good thinking, but you’re right—it won't take them long to figure out that with the storm as bad as it is, we can’t go too far either." He took a bite of food and chewed thoughtfully while the others looked on. "No, all it’ll take is one look at a map and they'll see this is the closest house to Cassie’s place.” He shook his head. “They won't have any idea where we went, but they’ll come here first. They have to."

Riley saw the logic in his grandfather's reasoning but wasn’t ready to give up. "So...” he prompted, as he stirred the last morsels of food on his plate. "Another gunfight?"

His grandfather nodded slowly. "I'm afraid so. I wish to heaven it weren’t so—the last thing I want to do on this earth is put you in harm's way. You and Fiona,” he added with a smile as he patted her knee with an arthritic hand.

"I haven't had a chance to thank you both for—” she began.

"Hush now," Milton said soothingly. "I ain’t finished yet. We’ll have to endure the duster out there because when it's over, we have to get Cassie back."

Fiona perked up and looked at him. "You mean it?"

"Child, your mother is like one of my own children. I could no more walk off and abandon her to those thugs than I could throw my own son off a cliff.” He looked at Riley, his eyes glinting with mischief. "So what we’re going to do is turn this place into a fortress. When those morons show up here, they're not going to walk away."

A cold shiver went down Riley's spine as he listened to the steel in his grandfather's words. He’d never known his grandfather to make an idle threat.

Riley frowned. "Grandpa, I don't know how we can turn this place into a fortress...I mean, look around—there's nothing here that we can use. We've already taken everything over to your new place!"

The old man slowly put his plate down as he leaned back against the box. He casually examined the room in which they sat. "She doesn't look like much, I’ll grant you that. But this old house’s got a few tricks up her sleeve."

"Does one of those tricks include bulletproof windows?" asked Fiona, over the rim of her glass of water.

Milton winked at her. "Let's just say we have to hold the garage at all costs."

"The garage?” Riley blurted, incredulous. “That's not going to do us much good, Grandpa. There aren’t even any windows in there. We won’t be able to see—"

"That's right," Milton said, grinning. "And they won't be able to see, either. Like I done told you, your grandmother and I lived through some hard times. When we moved to this place, we decided we’d never go through those experiences again. At least without a few...comforts. Now come on, I’ll show you some of my secrets."

A few minutes later, Riley stood in the garage and listened to the wind whistle on the other side of the thick cinderblock walls. "It's incredible how loud the storm is..."

"Especially when you consider that each one of those cinderblocks is filled with sand."

Riley looked at his grandfather. "Are you serious?"

"Dead. Who do you think filled ‘em? When your grandmother and I built this house, there wasn't much out here. Not like you can just run down to the hardware store and get a bag of cement, eh? We did things old-school—course, it helped that we didn’t have two pennies to rub together...”

Riley ran his hand down the rough concrete surface of the cinderblock wall behind him. "Well, I think you did pretty good with what you had."

His grandfather shrugged and leaned on his cane. He glanced at the truck and nodded at the small pile of weapons and ammo on the ground. "This everything?"

"That's everything we could find," Fiona said as she wiped sweat from her forehead. She and Riley had spent the last 20 minutes sifting through every box from the truck to find the firearms and ammunition Milton had squirreled away in the supplies. Their arsenal included the Garand and a couple cans of ammo, the old shotgun and its shells, Milton's ancient revolver and two ammo cans of ammunition, and Fiona's pistol, one spare magazine clipped to her belt.

"Doesn't look like much, does it?" Riley said.

"It'll do," Milton observed.

"So what's the plan?" Fiona asked. "Are we supposed to sit here in the garage and wait until they show up?”

“What if they don't show up?" Riley added.

"If I'm wrong, then you can feel free to tell me every time you see me for the rest of my life," Riley's grandfather grumbled. "And if that's the case as soon as the storm lifts, we’ll get on out of here and head back to town. Your grandmother's probably worried sick right now."

"Yeah,” Riley agreed. “It doesn't help that I don't have any kind of cell signal at all," he grumbled, as he looked down at his phone. "I can't even let Becca know that we’re okay."

"What about calling the cops?" Fiona asked. "I thought dialing 911 was always supposed to work..."

"Under normal circumstances, I’d agree with you," Milton said. He tapped his cane against the thick cinderblock wall. "But that duster out there makes it hard for the signal to get through. Won't be long before..."

As he spoke, the single light bulb in the garage flickered and went out.

Milton sighed. "I was afraid of that.”

“Wait, how can a dust storm make the power go out?" Riley demanded.

"Same way a windstorm does it," his grandfather said as he shuffled past. "It’d take a smarter man than me to explain it all, so I won't try. We got bigger fish to fry."

"Well," Fiona exhaled, "I guess we’re stuck here for the duration."

"It's only temporary," Milton said with a lopsided grin. "I don't intend to make this like Custer's last stand."

“If they show up and surround us, I don't see how we can get out until the storm passes."

Milton looked at Riley. "Youth and strength are no match for old age and deception. Follow me."

He thumped across the garage on his cane until he stopped in front of a well-used workbench in the back corner. An old arm-lamp, clamped to the side of the scuffed bench top, creaked on rusted springs as Milton pushed it out of the way and ran his finger over the weathered, stained boards.

"That thing’s seen some love..." Riley said as he stood behind his grandfather and crossed his arms, waiting.

"Yep, built it myself in ‘53 when I got back from Korea. This here workbench helped me fix or put together just about everything in this house," he said. Milton paused, then looked at Riley over his shoulder. "Guess most of the stuff I've worked on ain’t here anymore..."

"What good is a workbench going to be in a firefight?” Fiona asked. 

“Are we going to turn it on its side and hide behind it?" Riley suggested.

"Nope," Milton said simply. "Where is it...ah, there you are." He kept his hand on the bench top, and turned his body to allow Fiona and Riley to see better. "Pay attention here, young ‘uns. I brought a lot of things back from Korea—a lot of ideas, too. We were surrounded and pinned down I don't how many times...I lost a lot of good friends over there.” He looked down. “I swore I’d never let that happen again. I'd never be trapped in a place where I couldn't get out."

He pushed down on a circular cutout, about as thick as his thumb, sliced out of the bench top. A spring squeaked, muffled by the wood that surrounded it, and an oak dowel popped up. He stepped back. "Okay, boy, pull that out."

Riley glanced at Fiona, then stepped forward. “Okay," he said slowly. He grasped the wooden plug and pulled. The snug fit told Riley that his grandfather at one point had been an excellent craftsman. With a slightly audible pop, the plug came free. Recessed into the bottom of the plug was a key.

"What's this for?" Riley asked, as he pulled the key free. It looked shiny in the light that came in through the door into the house. "How long has it been in there?"

"Follow me," Milton said, ignoring the question. He turned and crossed over to the front corner of the garage, up by the truck's bumper. "Fiona, would you be a dear and move this shop mat out of the way?"

"Sure," Fiona said as she took a knee near the garage door. She rolled up the thick rubber mat by the door—a carbon copy of one back by the workbench—and gasped. "Riley, there's a door built into the floor over here. And a lock!"

Milton stepped back as Riley rushed forward. "Unlock it, but be careful. That lid ain’t been opened in probably 30 years,” Milton warned. “It's bound to be a little ornery."
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East of Sedona, Arizona

––––––––
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Derek peered into the swirling storm and kept his hand in front of his face to block the dust. "Come on, if I'm right, the Chapel of the Holy Cross is only a little further. We won't have to do any more rappelling."

"Good,” Lisa hollered. “I don't think I can take any more of that while keeping my eyes closed!" She bent down and brushed sand off her bleeding leg and cried out in pain. 

His own face felt like it was on fire and he didn’t want to see what his skin looked like, but if Lisa’s legs were any indication, they were all going to need some medical attention. Luke shielded his own face with his arm and winced. 

“My face hurts!” he complained.

“We all look like we’ve got road rash on our faces...” Derek observed.

“Let’s keep moving,” Lisa begged.

Once Derek secured the safety rope around everyone’s waist, he led them off into the storm once more. The ground proved a little rougher than up on top of the outcrop, so he had to carefully choose where he stepped. He maintained a slower pace than before to allow the others to navigate the rock field as they approached the north side of what he hoped was the Chapel.

Derek knew from previous visits that the eclectic little church was situated in the middle of a three-tiered complex of rock. On the north side of the area occupied by the rectangular structure was a towering cliff, a ring of rock that loosely encircled the holy site. About halfway down the cliff an outcrop jutted south—the chapel perched upon the edge, which in turn overlooked East Sedona. 

From ground level, the Chapel of the Holy Cross appeared to be an extension of the cliffs, jutting out into the air with Art Deco flair. The building itself was all sharp angles and appeared to Derek's mind as a rectangle, standing on the short end and leaning forward, like a rhombus.

But in the teeth of the dust storm, Derek couldn’t see any shapes. Every now and then as he risked a glance up from his feet, he spotted a light glittering in the distance, but he couldn’t tell if he saw a headlight or a light from a building. He fixated on that occasional beacon regardless and guided the other two along a rock-strewn path through the storm.

Derek estimated they were about halfway there when the rope behind him suddenly went taught and jerked to the left. For a split second, he had a flashback to when Luke fell off the edge and dragged Lisa with him, but he quickly realized they were nowhere near any cliffs or ravines. Something had happened, though, because the rope tugged at his waist.

Grumbling to himself, he turned and a jet of sand blasted his face and around his safety glasses. Cursing, Derek closed his eyes and took a moment to clear his face before he followed the insistent tugging of the rope. Hand over hand, he crept back in the near darkness of the storm to find Lisa on the ground, and Luke huddled near her. The wind pushed Derek forward, and instead of falling, he landed painfully on one knee. "What's wrong?"

"I think I broke my ankle!" Lisa cried. Her eyes were screwed shut, and fresh tear tracks left muddy streaks on her face as she clutched her left leg.

"Let me take a look," he hollered.

"It hurts!"

Derek took a closer look and knew at once, by the awkward angle of her foot, that she was right—it was either the worst sprained ankle he'd ever seen, or her ankle was indeed broken.

"Crap," he grumbled to himself.

"What do we do?" yelled Luke. “She can’t walk.”

Derek looked over his shoulder into the swirling dust and sand. The Chapel of the Holy Cross had to be just over there—maybe a hundred yards away. But it was a hundred yards they had to traverse mostly blind, over uneven, rocky ground. It would be a challenge, Derek admitted, even for himself. To ask an injured woman to blindly walk through that...

Derek sighed. "Far as I see, there's only one option."

"Don't leave me!" Lisa shrieked, equally clawing at her leg and at Derek.

"Hey, Doc, relax," Derek soothed, as he took both of her hands in his grubby, dirt encrusted gloves. "Nobody's leaving anybody behind! We’re all gonna make it. We just have to change the plan a little. Luke,” Derek said as he released Lisa’s hand. “Take my backpack." He placed Luke’s outstretched hand on the strap. "You carry this, and I'll carry Dr. Kowalski."

"You can't carry me!” she protested. “You can barely walk in the storm as it is."

"Hey, my pack weighs about 80 pounds. You can't weigh much more than that, you're almost the same size as my wife," Derek joked.

"This is no time for flattery!" Lisa snapped, but he saw the corner of her cracked, dry lips twitch.

After Luke secured the backpack over his shoulders, Derek carefully got Lisa up on her feet, balanced on one leg. "Okay, just keep your eyes closed, and when I tell you to relax and go limp, I’ll pull you over my shoulders. A fireman's carry."

"This is crazy," Lisa yelled into the storm.

"Everything about this day is crazy! What's one more thing?" Derek took a careful grip of one of her wrists with his left hand and turned so his back faced her chest. "Okay, I'm going to crouch down—can you feel my shoulder?" 

Lisa's right hand hesitantly groped his shoulder and neck. "Okay, I got it," she yelled.

“Go limp!" Derek yelled. "Lean forward as I pull your arm," he added.

It wasn't the most graceful thing he'd ever done, but Derek successfully pulled the injured scientist across one shoulder, and draped her lower body over the other, so that when he stood, she stretched across his shoulders like a shawl. Her injured leg hung down over his left shoulder, and he gently wrapped his arm over her thigh to keep it stable without hurting her skin, then used his right arm to keep her head and upper torso draped over his right shoulder. Derek kept his jaw clenched and sweat stung his eyes the entire time they struggled across the rocky field, but it worked.

At one point, after he’d gone perhaps 20 paces, Luke tripped and the rope around Derek's waist went taut, almost pulling him and Lisa over in a bundle of arms and legs. She screamed at the sudden movement and uncomfortable positioning of her ankle, but Derek threw his weight forward and kept them upright. He couldn't turn back and yell at Luke without losing his balance or his orientation, so they could do nothing but wait until the rope slackened, then tugged gently two times to signal Luke was okay.

Derek took a deep breath, ignored the sweat on his face that blurred his vision, and continued to stagger forward one step at a time, with Lisa draped over his shoulders.

"This is insane!" she yelled as the wind howled and sand hissed across their faces.

"Concentrating," Derek grunted. He didn't have any spare air in his lungs to say anything and was too worried that they'd gone in the wrong direction. He hadn't seen any lights in the distance for some time, and he lost track of how many steps he'd taken. He’d estimated the chapel had been about a hundred yards out when he’d first taken Dr. Kowalski over his shoulders. 

For once he was grateful for the wind. The steady pressure on his chest allowed him to lean far forward and balance her weight over his shoulders. It was more like falling forward than walking, but it worked.

It felt like he'd taken at least that many steps. Where was the chapel? Luke patiently followed on the safety rope, and every now and then he gave a couple of short tugs on the rope to let Derek know he was still in line.

“The sand hurts!” Lisa complained. 

Derek nodded. Every square inch of his exposed skin burned like it was on fire. He was amazed that she hadn't been screaming more. The way she was awkwardly draped across his shoulders, a lot more of her skin was exposed to the blistering sand than Derek's.

Just when he was about to give up hope and take a break, a particularly strong gust of wind that nearly knocked him off his feet cleared the air in front of them. Looming up out of the dust storm was the Chapel of the Holy Cross. 

Derek choked, then cried out in relief. "There it is! We’re almost there!" He surged forward through the storm with a renewed sense of urgency. "Come on!" he yelled, conscious that only Lisa could hear him. "We’re almost there, hang on!"

The closer they got, the bigger the building became, the stronger the winds seemed. It was almost as if the storm purposely tried to keep him away from the chapel.

As Derek drew close enough to see actual windows—completely dark against the red sand swirling around the building—he realized two things. First, the lights that he’d seen from a distance, the ones he’d assumed to be headlights, were nowhere in sight. He didn't have time to ponder where the lights had gone, though, as he also realized the rope that tied him to Luke had gone slack. The only way that could have happened was if the young man had somehow untied himself from the safety line, or— 

The line suddenly went taut, and jerked Derek to the left. He wrenched his knee in a futile attempt to stay upright, and he and Lisa fell over with a strangled shout. She screamed in pain, then coughed as dust and sand filled her mouth.

Derek barely contained his own scream of agony, and untangled himself from the thrashing scientist. His first thought was that somehow the rope had severed, but as he reached for the line tied around his waist, he noticed it was still taut and in fact moved perpendicular to him—as if the rope skipped across unseen rocks.

Derek gasped in pain. "No! No-no-no-no! Come back here!" he growled as his hands fumbled to restrain the rope.
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Clark Farm

Northeast of Boise City, Oklahoma

––––––––
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Isabel looked around the rustic kitchen. "Do you have a TV?"

Kathy winced as Martha wiped some blood off the side of her head. "Her husband's in the middle of that storm," she said weakly.

"Oh, my word!” Martha gasped. “You poor thing!" Martha commiserated. She turned and wiped her hands on a rag. "Just a sec—I’ll get the TV. You must be worried sick!" Martha clucked to herself as she rummaged around on the countertop. "And here you just survived a plane crash..."

A small TV set on the counter, once hidden by a stained coffee maker, clicked to life when she found the right remote. Martha turned on a 24 hour news channel and got back to cleaning Kathy's wounds.

Isabel took a wet rag and held it in her hands, but could get the cloth no further toward her face. Her eyes were locked on the screen. A massive wall of dust and sand—red, like something off the surface of Mars— loomed over Phoenix. 

Martha paused in her ministrations, and all three women stared in abject horror at the monster on the screen. 

“I’ve never seen a dust storm like that...” Martha breathed as she held a bandage to Kathy’s head.

“I don’t think anyone has...” Kathy whispered.

The marquee at the bottom of the screen indicated that the images had been taken an hour earlier. As Martha turned the volume up, a reporter's voice resonated across the kitchen. 

"...hours ago, wreaking havoc in several small towns near the Grand Canyon. This video—obtained by TNN just moments ago—shows the magnitude of the storm now threatening the Phoenix Metroplex. In fact, the entire state of Arizona is under a severe dust storm warning at the moment," the man explained off-camera. "We expect those warnings to spread into New Mexico and across the border into the Mexican states of Chihuahua and Sonora as well. Folks, this storm is serious, and we urge you to take it seriously. It’s already been responsible for the deaths of at least three people—perhaps more. A wedding party, taking photographs at the Grand Canyon," the reporter continued as the scene shifted from video of Phoenix to a stock picture of the Grand Canyon, "were tragically lost. Authorities have yet to provide any details, pending notification of their families...”

The image of the Grand Canyon disappeared and the screen split in half, the left side depicted the polished anchorman behind a desk staring seriously into the camera. The other half of the screen filled with a live image from Phoenix. 

“That’s awful,” Martha murmured as she worked.

The towering wall of sand and dirt from the earlier shot was no longer in the distance. It loomed directly over downtown Phoenix and as it moved forward, buildings vanished. Skyscrapers shimmered as they were enveloped by the rolling wall of wind and sand that went on to consume the entire Metroplex. Headlights from thousands of cars twinkled like Christmas decorations across the bottom of the screen as people evacuating the city created a string of cars and trucks.

"Phoenix is...I can’t believe I’m saying this, but Phoenix is right now experiencing hurricane force winds as the storm system intensifies.”

“Greg, if I could cut in...?” asked a female off camera.

“Please,” the flustered anchorman said. “For details we’re going now to our own chief meteorologist, Tabby Hidalgo. Tabby?”

“Greg,” a handsome woman with long, jet back hair said into the camera, “the effects from this sandstorm are being felt across the region. The FAA has grounded flights in a four-state area around Arizona.” She looked down at a paper in her hands. “All flights to and from destinations in New Mexico, Colorado, Utah, and Nevada have been canceled and rerouted. The impact these cancellations and delays are having on airports across the country is going to be staggering.”

“That’s right, Tabby,” Greg said, the shot switching back to his anchor’s desk. “According to sources inside the FAA, it was not a decision taken lightly, but out of an abundance of caution."

“Nor should it—“ Tabby continued. “There have already been several reports of small aircraft having engine trouble and at least one that has rumored to crash somewhere in Kansas because of the fine, almost invisible dust kicked up and spread out hundreds of miles away from the center of circulation."

Kathy pulled away from Martha's touch and looked at Isabel. "You were right," she breathed. She looked at Martha. "She told us in the middle of the flight...before we crashed...she said the dust in the air was going to fry the engines..."

"I should've thought of it sooner..." Isabel muttered. "I never would've gotten on that plane..." She looked at Kathy and her vision blurred. "If I'd said something instead of just gone along with the governor...how many people would be alive right now?" She put her head in her hands and felt tears dribble down her dirt encrusted cheek, cool and wet.

In a heartbeat, Martha had moved around the table and wrapped Isabel in a warm, soft embrace. "There, there, dear. There’s nothing you could have done—it's not your fault. You had no idea—"

Isabel pulled away, suddenly consumed with anger. "But I did! Don't you get it? I did—I told them the dust was in the air. I knew it—I knew it and I didn't say anything when we were on the ground, and now all those people are dead!" she said with a gesture toward the cornfield.

"Isabel," Kathy said in an empathetic voice, "we don't know if anybody else...we don't have any idea...we have to wait until Mr. Brown and his son come back."

Isabel turned away from Kathy and the TV. She put her head down on the table. "Save your breath," she muttered. "You saw...you smelled the air...you know what happened just as much as I do. Nobody else is getting out of that alive."

Kathy was silent for a moment, but spoke up again. "But it's our job to make sure that the people of Arizona...and now the other states...we have to protect them. We have to make sure that nobody else dies because of this storm."

Isabel looked up. "What difference can I make?"

"You let me figure that out,” Kathy said with a lopsided grin. “As soon as we get back to Arizona..."

"You’re not seriously thinking of flying back there are you?" Martha asked.

“I don’t think I’ll ever get on a plane again...” Isabel muttered.

Before Kathy could answer, a low warbling wail drifted in on the breeze through the screen door. Martha stood. "That’d be the sheriff, I reckon."

She moved to the porch door and opened it, then stepped out into the shaded area. "My goodness...looks like every fire truck in the Tri-County area is in my driveway."

Isabel got to her feet and ignored Kathy's protests as she limped over to the door. Two bright red firetrucks slowed to a stop, crunching gravel under heavy tires. Three cop cars, a sheriff's cruiser, two ambulances, and still others behind them continued to pile up along the dirt driveway out toward a county road in the distance.

"Is it me," Isabel said slowly as she stared out the window. "Or is the fire a bit bigger than it was a minute ago?"

Martha looked at Isabel and tried to smile, but it looked more like a grimace. "It does look a bit bigger...doesn't it?" She sneezed. "Goodness... there's so much pollen in the air today..."

Kathy took a deep breath and coughed. "That's not pollen..." she said as she wiped at her eyes.

Isabel glanced at the dark clouds on the horizon. "Which direction is that?" she asked as she pointed across the cornfields toward the crash site.

"Oh, that's southwest..." Martha said distractedly. She turned away from the porch and met several cops as they rushed up to the house with firefighters in tow. "The fire’s over there, but I suppose you figured that part out," Martha exclaimed over the noise. Several broke for the cornfield at a run, their respirator tanks bouncing on their shoulders as they carried heavy rescue gear across the field.

Isabel turned away from Martha and the police officers as they discussed what had happened. She looked at Kathy instead. "We need to get a car—we need to get out of here."

Kathy stood from the kitchen table, closed her eyes for a second as she sought to steady herself, then nodded grimly. "As soon as I can make a phone call, I'll arrange transport."

Heavy footsteps made Isabel turn around. An older man in a uniform stretched tight as a drum across his chest and gut, removed his Stetson and stepped inside. "Ladies, from what I understand, so far you two are the only ones that survived.” He looked down, as if embarrassed, before continuing. “If you feel up to it, I have to ask you some questions."

"Yes, of course," Isabel said quickly. "But we need to get on the road as fast as possible—"

The sheriff snorted, cutting her off. "Ma'am, I don't think that's gonna happen anytime soon. The NTSB boys are sending out an investigation team and we gotta shut this whole area down."

"How long will that take?" Kathy asked.

“I don't rightly know, but I'd assume at least a couple hours. Nobody just gets to walk away from an airplane crash like this—especially where a state governor is killed..."

"Governor Salinas is dead?" Kathy asked with a gasp.

"I can't confirm anything, mind you, but we’re going under the assumption that since nobody else staggered out of that inferno," he said as he looked over his shoulder at the fire in the distance. "My boys are already in there, and the chopper can’t find squat. It doesn't look good."

"I can't believe it..." Kathy muttered. “I thought for sure someone—“

"If you don't believe in miracles, you might want to start. You two are walking examples of divine intervention." The sheriff looked Isabel up and down. "Ma'am—"

"Isabel," she replied. “Isabel Stagg.”

"Ms. Stagg," the sheriff said with a nod. "You don't look like you should be standing on that leg. There anything I can do for you...?"

“Sheriff, I work for the Arizona Division of Emergency Management,” Kathy announced as she took a shakey step away from the table. “I—”

He held up a beefy hand. "Hold on there—we got paramedics—let's get you two checked out, then we’ll see what’s to do about where you work," he said to Kathy.
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Stagg Homestead

Four miles northwest of Santa Fe, New Mexico

––––––––
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Riley reached down and prepared himself to fight rusted hinges as he lifted the heavy metal door. Instead, it swung open silently and with little effort—assisted by a pair of gas springs.

He looked over his shoulder at his grandfather. "This thing sure looked like it was going to be rusted stuck—I figured you hadn’t been down here in 30 years."

"Just because something looks old and worthless don’t mean that it is, boy," his grandfather said with a wink.

Fiona knelt next to Riley. "It's pitch black down there..." Their shoulders touched, and Riley could almost feel the electricity snap between them.

"Reach your hand down there to the right—should be a hand-crank flashlight on a hook. Got a regular one next to it, but the batteries are probably dead. I ain't been down there in years." His grandfather shuffled forward. “Them stairs are getting a little too rough on these old legs."

"Got it!" Riley said as he pulled his arm out of the dark pit. He tried to switch on the flashlight, found it dead, then spun the crank at the end for a few moments. Another click of the switch, and a bright beam of white light shot out from the end of the flashlight and illuminated the garage. Riley turned the light down the stairs. 

"Wow,” Fiona blurted. “The stairs look great. You built them yourself?"

His grandfather snorted. "Wouldn't be much of a secret if anybody else knew about it, now would it?"

"So...what, is there another bunker or something down there?" Riley asked.

"Nope,” his grandfather said, peering down into the hole. “This here is our last resort. The garage is our bunker—this is where we hold them," Milton Stagg said with a thump of his cane. "No matter what, we can't let the garage fall."

"Then what's down there?" Riley asked.

"Your escape route." Milton replied. "If things go south, this is how you two are going to get out of here. You follow that tunnel a ways, and eventually it will pop up out behind the house."

Riley turned and shined the flashlight on his grandfather's face. "We’re not leaving you!"

“No way,” Fiona added, just as defiant.

"Son—Fiona—I sure don't want to be left behind...I want to see my wife again and give her a kiss and a hug one more time before I die..." He held up a hand and stopped Riley from interrupting. "But my daddy raised me as a realist. I've been through enough in life to know how fast things can go sideways. Those idiots that came to Cassie's house thought they had the upper hand—they weren’t expecting us to fight back.”

"I bet they weren't expecting us to kill two of them, either," Fiona said quietly.

"Hooh-boy," Milton said as he exhaled. "Why didn’t you say something?" he gently demanded.

Riley saw the tears well up in Fiona's eyes before she answered. "I didn't...I've never...he was going to kill Riley!"

"You saved my life," Riley said to her, his voice husky.

"You saved mine," she said with a smile through unshed tears. "That guy had me pinned down—if you hadn't come charging out like a madman with that knife, I wouldn't have been able to—"

"Riley, you saved all our behinds when you opened up with the M1. That was the tipping point,” Milton said, ending the discussion. "If you two wanna kiss about it, go find another room,” he said with a dismissive wave of one hand. “I'm preparing for when those jokers decide they want to fight us for real."

Riley was intensely aware of the heat in his cheeks, but smiled to see color creep into Fiona's cheeks as well. She wiped at the tears on her face and nodded.

"Okay..." she said. "Okay."

Milton looked at Riley. He arched an eyebrow in silent question.

Riley nodded, then cleared his throat. "I'm good."

"Good,” Milton said with a sharp nod. “Killing somebody ain’t an easy thing to do, especially not the first time," he added in a grumpy but not unkind voice. "Assuming we get through the next 48 hours or so, we’ll have time to deal with it proper. But unless you want to join those bodies over there at Cassie's house, you need to listen to me, and listen good. You hear me?"

"Yes sir," Riley said immediately.

Milton nodded, another curt nod of acknowledgment. "That's more like it. Now," he began, "we surprised ‘em once and hurt ‘em bad. We took out 25% of their fighting force. Now we’re evenly matched—but they don't know what else we got.”

“What exactly do we have?” asked Fiona.

"Next time we face ‘em, they're gonna be flat out mean—I fully expect ‘em to try and set the house on fire. Notice I said try," the old man said with a grin. "They may get the rest of the house, but this here garage won’t be so easy.”

“Okay,” Riley said as he looked around. “So the walls in here are concrete, stuffed with dirt and we've got a secret tunnel in the floor—“

“And it’s evidently fireproof,” Fiona added.

Riley nodded. “And it’s fireproof. But what about that?" he asked as he turned the flashlight on the garage door. "It's just wood, Grandpa. All they have to do is stand out in the driveway and shoot through it to hit us..."

Milton looked at Fiona. “Did he not listen to anything I said?”

“Uh...” she replied.

He turned on Riley. "Boy, I done told you about things not bein’ the way they look." Milton thumped the big door—a massive plywood panel—with his cane. The hollow sound that Riley expected to hear was a solid thunk instead. "This here,” Milton explained, “is quarter-inch steel sheathed on both sides with plywood.”

“No way,” Riley breathed as he turned the flashlight on the door.

"I thought it was just a wooden door," Fiona muttered. "That's incredible."

"Hopefully those Druids will think the same thing," Milton said with a grin. "I don't expect anything they were packing to get through this door. So what we got here," he said with a grand sweep of his arms encompassing the whole garage, “is Fort Stagg."

They worked to stash supplies in the tunnel. They worked to prepare the garage. They watched the driveway, they listened to the wind, they watched the storm. 

They waited.

Hours passed and the afternoon light gave way to an early, eerie twilight that lasted for hours as the sun set. Eventually, they managed to stage as much of their supplies as Milton deemed prudent in the tunnel, and retreated back inside the house. 

Outside, the monster dust storm swallowed Santa Fe and grew bigger by the minute. Dust worked its way through every crack and crevice in the house, around every window frame and doorjamb. It gathered in little piles in the corners of every room as the wind forced its way through the smallest openings.

As the light faded, Fiona stood watch by the windows in the front room. Riley stood in the empty kitchen and dried his hands with a rag after post-dinner cleanup. He’d been working non-stop since the morning, first loading the truck, then surviving the attack at the Lavoy house, then unloading the truck, before preparing his grandfather’s house for a siege he desperately wanted to avoid. 

He looked down at his hands as he clutched the rag with white knuckles. He hadn’t even had time to think about the man he’d shot. Riley flinched with the memory of the old M1’s kick. He hadn’t been ready for the raw power that had smashed into his shoulder and dumped him on the driveway. His stomach clenched as he remembered the grisly sight of what remained of the thug’s neck after the Garand had snuffed out the man’s life.

I killed someone today...

“Don’t go down that road, boy,” his grandfather’s voice said, pulling him back to the present.

He turned to face the old man. “I...what?” 

“Don’t go blaming yourself for what happened out there at the Lavoy place,” Milton said softly. “They were the ones who started it, they called down the thunder, and they reaped the whirlwind.”

“But...” Riley said, his stomach suddenly filled with hyperactive butterflies. 

“You, too, Fiona,” his grandfather said, looking beyond Riley.

“I can’t stop thinking—” Fiona answered from the front room without turning from the window.

Milton frowned. “Don’t. Don’t think. You have to put it out of your mind—don’t let it distract you, not now.”

“Grandpa, I can’t. I killed a man.”

Milton Stagg’s face turned to stone. “And I’m mighty sad that I had to witness it—I fought two wars to keep you from ever having to...”

“This isn’t a war,” Fiona said weakly.

“Isn’t it?” the old man retorted. “They invaded your house, captured your mother—whether she went with them willingly or not is besides the point. We have a comrade behind enemy lines that we need to get back. And they’re going to bring the fight to us. Like it or not,” he said, looking at each of them in turn, “this is a war. It’s your war.”

Fiona glanced out the window and froze. "I think the war’s coming to us—there's headlights out there!"

Riley rushed up next to her. "She's right, Grandpa! It's kind of hard to see—the dust is too thick—but there's definitely some lights in the distance."

"How many?" the old man demanded, zero concern in his voice.

"Uh..." Fiona replied. "I see...four?"

"I see six," Riley added.

Milton nodded. “Three cars, then. Okay, they might have anywhere between five and fifteen men out there. How big is this Druid Grove organization?"

Fiona shrugged. "I...I don't know. I don't know that kinda stuff. I'm majoring in business administration and don’t visit mom all that much lately."

Milton shook his head. "Well, it'll make our defense that much harder to figure out if we don't know what we’re up against. But,” he said as he squared his shoulders, “you play the cards you’re dealt. You two remember the plan?"

"Yes sir," Riley said.

"I do," Fiona replied, with a little less confidence in her voice.

"Good,” Milton barked. “Stick to the plan: cover your spot and back each other up as needed. I’ll watch over you both.” He reached inside the kitchen and pulled out the M1 Garand. "Fiona, you sure you don't want to use this?"

She shook her head. "I'm good with this," she replied as she held up her small pistol.

"All right. You get the M1 again, boy," Milton said, as he gestured for Riley to take the heavy weapon from his hands. "I'll handle the scattergun."

"You sure about that, grandpa?"

"Don't worry about me—this here shotgun and I go back a ways. She'll treat me right."

"All I know is this thing hits like a ten-pound hammer," Riley observed as he hefted the heavy military rifle.

“Try feeling it from the other end," Milton chuckled, as he moved closer to the front door. "Okay, everybody get in position. Remember, you two stay near each other. Riley, take the long shots and let Fiona handle anybody who gets close."

As arranged, Riley and Fiona stood just inside the kitchen entryway, Riley on the left and Fiona to the right. From that position, Riley covered the breezeway that connected the back door down a short hallway from the kitchen to the front door, beside which stood his grandfather.

Riley considered his position. Anyone that broke in through the windows in the surrounding rooms would at some point have to come through that central corridor right into their crossfire. He glanced at his grandfather. Not only could the old vet cover the hallway with his shotgun, but Riley and Fiona could in turn cover the front door and the entrance to the front room.

"What if we need to retreat to the garage?" Fiona whispered across the aisle to Riley.

“If things get that bad, I don't think we’ll have to worry about who needs to go where.” Riley shifted the weight of the rifle in his hands. The old weapon suddenly felt too heavy to hold in his clammy grip. “Probably just run to the garage door and try to get down in the tunnel..."

"I hope it doesn't come to that," Fiona said.

Riley looked at her. “Me, too."

"Hello in the house!" a voice shouted suddenly from outside.

Riley twitched as if he'd been slapped, then braced his back against the wall. His heart rate increased, and he struggled to control his breathing. His throat went dry as he swallowed. He turned his head and looked at Fiona. 

She stared back at him, her back also against the wall on the other side of the doorway, eyes wide and sweat glistening on her forehead. "What do we do?" she whispered, her voice tight with fear.

Riley shook his head, unable to speak. The bottoms of his feet tingled. "We let grandpa do his thing."

"What do you want?" Milton yelled from the foyer. He cackled. “Got a strict rule against encyclopedia salesmen!” 

"I think you know what we want," the muffled voice came back through the closed door over the sound of the storm.

The lights in the house flickered. Riley blinked and looked at Fiona. She looked like she’d just seen a ghost.

"Get out of here," Milton yelled back. “I got a strict rule against opening my door for religious zealots and encyclopedia salesmen!"

Riley snorted despite the fear and a shaky smile spread across Fiona's face. Milton glanced over one shoulder and winked at them.

"Listen up, old man,” the man on the porch yelled, “let me in so we can talk."

"Nah,” Milton retorted, “we’re talking just fine. Wouldn’t want you and your goon squad to get too comfortable." Milton glanced toward the kitchen again. "By the way, how’s that dust feeling out there?"

“I suppose it tickles a little," the man on the front porch yelled.

"I bet. Nico still out there?"

After a long pause, the voice came back. "Oh, he's here...I am—"

"Don't really care who you are, sonny boy," yelled Riley’s grandfather. "Y’all are trespassin’ on my property. I’m gonna have to ask you nicely to leave.”

"Mr. Stagg, I have no intention of going anywhere." 

Milton glanced at Riley. “Yeah, I thought you'd say that. So...I guess I have to tell you that if you don't leave now, then you won't leave at all."

Riley put his fist to his mouth. The old man really knew how to lay on the bravado. Riley guessed that the representatives from the Grove weren’t used to being talked to in such a manner.

Milton didn't let up. "You got a lot of nerve, running around like you escaped a Renaissance Festival and threatening my family—"

"I was not aware that Cassandra Lavoy was part of the Stagg family," the man on the other side of the door shouted.

"Near enough as the name don't matter much," Milton shouted back. "Where is Cassie?"

"Cassie," the voice said, testing out the name. Riley could almost see the nasty smile on the man's face as he spoke the name. "She's doing just fine, but I can't guarantee that she will stay that way. Look, why don't we open this door and let’s talk face-to-face..."

"I don't want to get dust in my house!" Milton retorted.

“Then maybe we'll have to open it for ourselves. Don't say I didn't warn you."

"Oh, but you did," Milton replied, as he shuffled back from the door and raised the shotgun with both hands.

The door shook and crashed as someone much bigger than Riley kicked at it from the other side. Each blow seemed to shake the entire house.

"What's the matter? Can't get it open?" Milton hooted. "I hear that happens to every hired thug from time to time. Don't blame yourself," he yelled. “It’s perfectly natural!”

"What the heck did you make that door out of, grandpa?" Riley asked.

"Oh, it's just a metal door," his grandfather replied over his shoulder. "I just replaced all the hardware with three-inch screws. That door is hooked into the frame. They’re going to have to tear the wall down to get through."

"I don't care if you can't get it open— don’t look at me, go through the window, you idiot!" the voice outside yelled. The pounding on the door stopped, and the defenders held their breath and listened.

A shadow loomed up out of the storm and the face of Ricky, Nico’s enforcer, appeared in the front room window. He glared inside, his face coated in dust, then drew back and swung a baseball bat at  the window. The bat impacted the glass with a dull thud and the window cracked, but only spider-webbed and didn’t break. The pain and confusion  written on the big man's face as he turned away and shook his arms made Riley laugh out loud.

"Gonna be a little harder than that to get inside,” Milton yelled with a smile.

"You're making a big mistake, old man!" the mafioso on the other side of the front door yelled.

"Now why don’t you explain that to me," Milton yelled back. "See, you're the one standing outside in the Dust Storm of the Century, gettin’ your skin peeled off, and you can't break down the door or get in through the bulletproof windows..."

"I'm going to ask you one more time to open this door!"

"Nope," Milton shot back. "You didn't say the magic word!” he sang. “And I heard you folks are all into magic...kind of surprising that you wouldn't think that.”

Riley shook his head and grinned. Fiona covered her mouth to hide her laughter, but their amusement was short lived. Gunshots thundered outside, and Milton yelped as he moved to the side. Bullet holes appeared in the door, and Riley flinched as he heard the lead projectiles plunk into studs and interior walls. 

"They're shooting at us!” he yelled, crouching with the Garand in his white-knuckled grip.

"What gave it away?" his grandfather yelled from down the hall somewhere out of sight.

"If you don't open this door, things are gonna be real bad for you!"

"There's somebody at the back door," Fiona warned as she aimed her tiny pistol with both hands.

Riley looked from Fiona to the back door. Sure enough, a dark shape loomed—maybe not quite so large as Ricky—on the other side of the porch door. He raised his grandfather’s heavy rifle to his shoulder, but it only took a few seconds for his arm to tremble. He slid down the wall until he sat on the ground and propped the rifle up on one knee. 

From his new position, Riley guessed he could hold the rifle steady for hours. The doorknob shook, and Riley realized he wouldn’t have to wait long to find out.
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Clark Farm

Northeast of Boise City, Oklahoma

––––––––
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Kathy stared in horror at the image on the TV. Red dust obscured the camera and a news crew exclaimed in panicked tones that it was the worst dust storm they’d ever seen. Blue lightning crackled down lamp posts and snaked across the ground to cars, catching grass and median strip vegetation on fire. The flames, fanned by the gale force winds, leapt across streets and caught awnings and trash on fire, all stirred up by the wind to spread throughout the city like a wildfire.

“...firestorm here in greater Phoenix. If this isn’t brought under control soon, we’re going to have to evacuate our position here...the...hotel...”

“Aziz—Aziz it’s Greg. You’re breaking up,” the anchorman said with a worried look on his face. “Can you hear me?”

“I can’t believe this,” Isabel said with a hand over her mouth as she watched the news crew try to re-establish contact with the studio.

Kathy crossed her arms. “I hate all this waiting around. I need a new phone.” She looked at Martha, who still watched the TV. The sheriff and two deputies crowded into the kitchen and stood with folded arms watching the drama play out a thousand miles away. He’d already put a call in about what to do with the two survivors, but no one had gotten back to him yet with a good enough answer, so there they sat.

“There’s a phone over there,” Martha said with a lackadaisical gesture as her eyes remained glued to the television. “Help yourself, dear.”

Kathy moved to the phone and dialed a number. Isabel split her attention between the TV, the helicopters outside circling the crash site, and Kathy. She felt adrift, hopeless, and helpless. She had nothing but the clothes on her back. Her phone was missing, as were all her spare clothes and personal effects. She had no way to contact Derek or the kids, or let the University know that she was alive...

“...that’s right, so far, we’re the only survivors,” Kathy was saying into the phone. “You need to alert the Lieutenant Governor and get Ops on board. If the Division isn’t already fully spooled up—” She paused. “Okay, good. Let Jim know I’m okay. Hey, listen, I lost everything in the crash, clothes, gear—even my phone. I need an emergency...” she turned and looked at Isabel. “Correction, I need two emergency replacement phones. Yeah, get me the E-1Bs. Fully loaded, you know the drill. I’ll need full command authorization. This is the real deal, Tilly. Right?” She smiled and nodded as if talking to ‘Tilly’ in person. 

“Will do. You too. Hey—how is it there?” Kathy’s smile faded. “Oh, my—I didn’t know it was that bad. They’re not showing very much on TV out here. Yeah, it’s only the national ones.” She nodded again. “Okay, well get those phones authorized. I’ll...I’ll assume command when I get there. What? We’re in...uh...hang on.” 

Kathy covered the handset and turned to Martha. “I know this is going to sound weird, but where are we?” 

“Just outside of Boise City, Oklahoma,” Martha said without turning from the TV’s apocalyptic scenes. “I can’t believe that’s Phoenix,” she murmured.

“Boise City,” Isabel repeated to herself. She cursed.

“Well, that wasn’t very ladylike,” Martha scolded quietly.

“Kathy...” Isabel began.

Kathy turned away again and covered her ear as the others raised the volume of the TV.  “Okay, we’re in Boise City, Oklahoma...yeah, I have no idea. We’ll have to get a ride from one of the local cops. Yeah—you too. You’re starting to break up...if I lose you, I just wanted to say thanks, Tilly. Yup, I will. ‘Bye.” Kathy hung up and sighed. She leaned back against the counter and pinched the bridge of her nose, and closed her eyes.

“Kathy?”

“Mmmm?” she replied, without opening her eyes.

Isabel stepped over to her. “Is everything okay? What are they saying about conditions on the ground in Arizona?”

Kathy shook her head. “Tilly—she works at the Division with me...kind of like my second in command, I guess. Anyway, she’s in charge right now. Our boss can’t get to the Operations Center. It’s insane.” Kathy lowered her voice when she noticed the others surreptitiously paying attention. “She says it’s worse than what they’re showing on TV.”

“Well, that’s hardly surprising,” Isabel muttered. She turned her back on the others. “What about Sedona?”

Kathy shrugged. “Tilly didn’t say. She did tell me that Ops has lost all comms with Phoenix, Tucson, and everything in between. Half the state is without power right now.”

Isabel ran a hand through her sooty hair. “What happened?” She pointed to the TV, where the 24/7 news channel was rehashing what was known about the mysterious explosions in Arizona. The marquee explained there were reports of power outages as far away as Utah and it was spreading. 

“What were the explosions they’re talking about?”

Kathy pursed her lips in thought. “My guess? Something happened at the power plant in Tucson. Desert Power and Light—they’ve been on our list for needing critical environmental upgrades for years.”

“Wait, like protecting the environment?” asked Isabel.

“No,” Kathy said with a sad smile. “For protection of critical control systems from the environment. The desert can be really harsh on electronic components.” Kathy took a deep breath and exhaled. “I bet something happened between the dust storm and the high winds...someone made a mistake and...” she spread her hands in a mime of the explosion. “Boom.”

The lights in the kitchen flickered, and everyone looked at Kathy, her hands still spread. 

She blushed. “I didn’t do that.”

The lights came back on, flickered again, then came back again. Martha turned the TV back on.

“It’s already started,” Kathy breathed.

“What’s already—what’s going on?” demanded Isabel.

“Just a sec,” Kathy said, dismissively. She turned to the sheriff. “Sir, can my friend and I get a ride into town? Actually, to the nearest Mega Buy?”

The sheriff looked at her. “What for?”

“I work for the Division of Emergency Management in Arizona—”

“I remember you told me that,” the sheriff said.

Kathy nodded. “My boss is the director. He can’t get to our operations center, so our third in command is trying to hold things together.” She pointed out the window at the inferno in the distance, sending up a thick black wall of smoke into the cloudy sky. “My phone is out there somewhere, probably in pieces if it hasn’t melted. They can get me a new one, I just need to get to a store.”

The sheriff scratched his chin. “You’re telling me you’re in charge of Arizona’s office of emergency management now?”

Kathy swallowed. “Yes, sir, I guess I am. And I need a phone to help save lives. Dr. Stagg is critical to our effort, and her phone is gone, too, so I’ve arranged for her to get one as well.”

“Karl, the guy from the NTSB was pretty insistent that we don’t let them leave,” the shorter deputy said.

“Once I get a replacement phone,” Kathy said, continuing over the deputy’s concerns, “all my credit cards and info will be downloaded so we can get what we need—including a rental car,” Kathy said.

“Now just a second,” the short deputy said. “The NTSB said in no uncertain terms we have to keep you on site—”

“All due respect, sheriff,” Isabel said, as she watched the TV over Kathy’s shoulder, “the NTSB is about to have a lot bigger fish to fry than worrying about us.”

They both looked at her. She pointed at the TV screen. FAA Grounds All Flights West of Mississippi River scrolled across the bottom of the screen with a glaring yellow Breaking News icon.

“Why would they do that?” asked the taller deputy.

“Because the dust storm—” began Kathy.

“Dust storms,” interjected Isabel. She pointed at the TV again. “The main one over Phoenix is spawning all kinds of smaller storms along the frontal boundary. They just had a map on the screen—there're storms popping up from Santa Fe to Denver.”

“Sheriff, there’s a lot of people back in Arizona depending on me,” Kathy said. “Like it or not, I’m now the head of the Division of Emergency Management. My boss is MIA in the storm. Thousands of lives are at stake.” She put a hand to her head and closed her eyes. “Look, I’ll be happy to provide the NTSB whatever information they need, but right now, the people of Arizona are a lot more important than some debriefing a few hours from now...or whenever they show up.”

The sheriff frowned, then seemed to come to a conclusion. “Well, that settles it.” He turned to one of the deputies. “Billy, take these two ladies into town, get ‘em whatever they need.” He turned back to Kathy. “You two probably need a change of clothes and some food.”

“I wouldn’t say no...” Kathy said with a lopsided smile.

The sheriff grunted and turned to Billy. “Swing by HQ on your way back and bring as many people as you can. We’re gonna need all the help we can get to keep the lookie-loos out of this one.”

“You got it, Karl.” Billy, the taller of the two deputies, turned and opened the porch door. “Ladies?”

“Sir,” the short deputy said, his face flushed. “The NTSB—”

“Can deal with me when they get here,” growled the sheriff. “This is my county and I’ll do as I see fit. Miss Kathy here has exigent circumstances that warrant disregarding the NTSB’s request. Are we clear?”

The short deputy came to attention and compressed his mouth into a thin line. “Yes, sir.”

“You two be careful out there,” Martha said, clutching her apron.

“We will, and thank you again, ma’am,” Isabel replied with a smile and a heartfelt hug.

“Please thank your husband and son for us,” Kathy said as she was enveloped in a hug from the farmer’s wife. 

Once she stepped off the porch, Isabel noticed the sky had darkened considerably—and it wasn’t from the fire that raged in the distant crops. “You see that?” she asked Kathy as they walked to Billy’s cruiser, parked across the driveway in the front yard.

“Yeah, looks like a storm.”

“A dust storm,” Isabel said. She spat. “I can even taste it. Remarkable...”

Kathy stopped as they reached the car, and Billy opened the passenger door. “That doesn’t make any sense. The storm is a thousand miles away, how can it spawn storms all the way out here?”

Isabel shook her head. “Kathy, we’re sitting in the heart of the original Dust Bowl. Boise City is practically Ground Zero.”

“She’s right, you know...my grandmother grew up in the Dust Bowl. I’ve heard stories all my life. Scary stuff...”

Isabel nodded as she gingerly climbed into the back seat. “A system as large as the one in Arizona is bound to stir up little storms all along the frontal boundary—we saw it on the TV. I’m not surprised they’re popping up here. It happened in the 1930s, we just didn’t have satellites to watch the action like we do now.”

They got in and buckled up as Billy turned the big Crown Vic around and headed for the main county road on the edge of the farm. While he busied himself with radioing dispatch and alerting them to his mission, Kathy and Isabel were left to their own devices.

“Okay, explain,” Kathy said, staring at Isabel. She blinked and smiled. “Sorry, I slipped into command mode. When we’re dealing with a crisis, we usually don’t have time for niceties.”

Isabel nodded and looked out the window at the clouds that loomed over the pillar of smoke—which in turn loomed over the farm and cast a long, dark shadow. “It’s all good. That’s probably a handy habit to be in when seconds count.” She looked at Kathy and pushed all her fears for her husband and children aside. There was nothing she could do for them, but if she helped Kathy, maybe...maybe there was something she could do for them, indirectly.

“The storm isn’t just sitting still—” she began

“But they said on the TV that it had stalled,” Kathy blurted. “You said it yourself back in the conference room when the...” She looked away. “When Governor Salinas asked you...” Kathy clenched a hand into a fist and put it up to her nose, closing her eyes. “Sorry...I’m just...”

Isabel reached out and put a hand on Kathy’s arm, shocked at the tension in the woman’s muscles. “It’s okay, Kathy, we’ve been through a lot. I’d be crying right now if I didn’t have you to talk to about your job...inside, I’m falling apart.”

Kathy sniffed and ran a hand across her face, smearing soot and dirt and blood. “It’s fine. I’m fine. All systems up and online, right?” She cracked a wan smile. “We don’t have time to grieve or even feel right now. Arizona needs us...” she punched the seat next to her. “And we’re stuck in the middle of nowhere...”

“Look,” Isabel said, bringing Kathy’s attention back to her as they bounced along the dirt road. “The storm is technically stalled, but it’s not stationary. It’s drifting one direction or another—my guess would be northeast, because that’s the direction of the prevailing winds. But it’s big enough and has enough energy thanks to the Blue Northers that slammed into it last night—”

“Blue Northers?” asked Billy as he glanced at them in the mirror.

“Yeah,” Isabel replied. “It’s what we call a cold front that sweeps down from the Canadian Rockies and brings a sudden drop in pressure, temperature, and lots of precipitation.”

He narrowed his eyes at her. “I thought they said you were a soil doctor?”

Isabel laughed. “I am...I work at the University of Arizona in the soil sciences department. But my husband works for the National Weather Service. I guess you kind of pick up the lingo...”

Billy whistled. “What with the power plant explosions and the dust storm, y’all got your work cut out for you. You’d think you might catch a break after surviving that plane crash...”

“No rest for the weary,” Kathy replied flatly.

“You sure I can’t take you by Walmart? They got cell phones...” suggested Billy when they came to a stop in town at a red light. “It's a lot closer than Mega Buy."

Kathy smiled and shook her head. "Thanks, but no. Mega Buy has a partnership with the Division. It was designed so that if any of us got into trouble and lost technical gear in the state of Arizona, we can go to any of the stores throughout the state and get everything replaced no questions asked. We never really thought that anyone would be out of the state when things went crazy, but now I'm glad we have that deal since Mega Buy has stores all across the country."

"Well," the deputy said, "we’re coming up on it now. We’re just on the edge of Cimarron County."

"I really appreciate you doing this for us, Billy," Kathy said, as he pulled up in front of the building and parked.

"My pleasure, ma'am," Billy replied with a smile. He turned in his seat and draped his arm over the passenger seat. "I need to check in with the sheriff, so I'll sit right here and wait for you, while you two go on inside, take care of business. When you get out, we can get you some clothes or food."

Kathy was already out the door, waiting for Isabel. "That sounds great—thanks again, Billy. It shouldn't take too long. We’ll be right back."
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Chapel of the Holy Cross

Sedona, Arizona

––––––––
[image: image]


Derek shifted position and planted his feet on the rocky ground. The rope continued to swing out and away from him. The chapel was built on a prominence of rock, and somehow Luke had gone perpendicular to their path of travel, not directly behind Derek as he’d ordered.

Derek easily imagined the young man falling off the side of the prominence. That would explain why the rope suddenly went taut and pulled him off his feet to the left instead of straight back. Derek realized that Luke was swinging through the air as he watched the rope skip across the ground and move closer toward the chapel.

Until it didn't.

With a heart-rending jerk, the rope snapped and Derek flew backward with released energy. He crashed into Lisa, who was still crying, and curled on her side. The rope in Derek's hand had gone slack.

"Luke!" Derek yelled into the storm as he picked himself up off the ground. The only response was the howling of the wind and his own coughing as dust filled his mouth.

"What happened?" shrieked Lisa. "Where are you!" she yelled, her hands reaching out into empty space.

Derek pulled on the rope some more before answering. It easily coiled at his feet, and in mere seconds he found the bitter end of the rope, frayed and torn where it had been chewed through by the rough rocks and the weight of Luke on the other end.

"Where are you!" Lisa all but screamed, panic rising in her voice.

Derek turned and placed his hand on her arm. "It's okay, I'm right here," he yelled.

"Where’s Luke? What happened?" she demanded through the tears.

Derek shook his head, forgetting for a moment that she still had her eyes shut against the storm. "I'm sorry! He's gone!"

She was silent for a moment. "What do you mean he's gone?" Lisa screamed. "He was right behind us!"

Derek crawled closer to her and brought his face next to hers. "He's gone! He didn't stay behind us and moved off to the left. I think he found a cliff—look... here," he said as he fed the ragged end of the rope into her hands. "The line suddenly snapped...and he was...gone."

"I thought you said this was good rope!" she wailed.

"It is! I can’t imagine the amount of abuse this rope took dragging on the rocks before it snapped! If he fell off the edge and swung down, that would do it! There's nothing we can do right now—I need to get you inside the Chapel. It's right over there. Then I’ll go look for him."

"No, no—this can't be happening!" Lisa yelled. She began to shake and dropped the rope.

Giving up on conversation, Derek gently persuaded her back onto his shoulders and staggered to his feet on exhausted legs. Sweat dripped from his face and turned the dust inside his safety goggles to mud. His vision clouded by red smears of sand, dust, and mud, Derek struggled forward, limping as his left leg was all but useless. 

Step after agonizing step he pushed himself forward, unwilling to give up or give in. He may have lost Luke, but he still had Lisa, and nothing short of the end of the world would stop him from depositing her in the chapel, then returning to find the young intern.

"Over here!" a faint voice called to him on the wind.

Derek paused, unsure of whether the voice was real or his imagination.

Lisa's body went stiff over his shoulders and the long muscles of her thighs tensed. "Did you hear that?" she yelled, her face next to his. “Luke!”

"No—there’s somebody in the Chapel!" Derek pressed on, heedless of the pain, and increased his pace as the rocky ground gave way to a gravel path.

Almost there...

"Keep coming! You're not far away!" the voice said, louder, closer. “I can see you!”

Derek looked up from the gravel path and saw the Chapel entrance loom up some 25 feet. The entire front face of the building, made of panes of glass separated by segments of concrete and steel, created a massive ninety-foot cross. But the entrance to the chapel was only a third as tall. Two slender aluminum doors stretched all the way to the roof. Derek was sure that’s where the voice had come from.

He limped the last few steps until the wind slackened as it slammed into the side of the building and created a pocket of relatively still air.

A man on the downhill side of middle age rushed forward, dressed in a priest’s cassock. Squinting against the dust that still managed to whip around the corner at incredible speed, he all but crashed into Derek and Lisa. "My word! I didn't realize there were two of you! Here, let me help—quickly now, get inside. It's not safe out here."

"We’ve lost someone out there," Derek grunted around pants for air. “I have to find him...”

“You can’t,” the priest replied. “It’s too dangerous, just get inside, we’ll figure it all out.”

The priest held Lisa's hands in a way that actually made it more awkward for Derek to carry her the last few steps to the door. At last, he managed to reach the entrance and collapsed to one knee, ignoring the painful impact on the concrete floor.

Before he could get Lisa off his shoulders, two other people emerged from the church and helped take her gently through the big door. The priest helped Derek to his feet, then ushered him inside as well.

Suction from the pressure change inside the building—fighting the winds outside—threatened to pull the doors right off their hinges as the priest closed the towering doors with a resounding crash. The horrible noise that had consumed Derek's hearing for the past several hours dropped to a muffled, muted roar.

His vision cleared, as what dust came in through the open door settled, and someone handed him a cup of water to wash his face. "Here, use this towel. Clean your face off, my son," the priest said to his left. "Matthew, Tobias, run and get Mrs. Carlton, please—tell her we have an injured young woman up here. Hurry!"

“Luke,” Lisa said, her voice as dusty as she looked. “We have to find him. My intern—”

The priest looked from her to Derek, a pained expression on his face. “No one who’s gone out has come back...”

“I have to try,” Derek said. He wiped angrily at his face with the towel the priest had given him—it went from white to red in seconds with dust, dirt, sand, and blood.

“My goodness,” the priest said as he got a better look at them. “Your faces...”

As Derek’s ears grew accustomed to the relative silence inside the chapel, he heard the whispered mutterings of what sounded like at least a dozen people. He wiped his stinging face several more times and dumped the cup of water directly into his eyes in an attempt to finally clear the grit and sand from his face. “Ah—” he hissed. “That was a mistake. Now my face really burns!”

When he was finished, the priest led him toward an exterior wall, and Derek gratefully slid down to the ground next to Lisa and stretched out his tortured, injured legs. The wall, cool to the touch, vibrated with the energy of the storm outside.

"My ankle...I think it's broken," Lisa complained as the priest reached her.  She lay on her back and closed her eyes.

"My name's Father Brian,” the older man said, “and I promise you'll both be well cared for."

Derek blinked, his vision finally clearing, and sighed at the relief of renewed moisture on his eyes. "Thank you, Father,” he said, “but I can't stay. Our friend, Luke—he disappeared out there in the storm just before you found us. I've got to go back out there and find him.”

"Son, it's too dangerous!” the priest protested. “We've already lost five people who went looking for their families and never came back.”

“Yes, you said that,” Derek said, undaunted.

“We can’t even see the parking lot just down the hill..." Father Brian continued.

"I appreciate your concern, Father," Derek said, as he pulled himself up the wall to his feet again. "But I've got to try." He limped over to Lisa and gently untied the rope still attached to her waist. "I've got almost forty feet of rope here that I can pay out behind me. I'm going to tie it to the door handle outside..."

Father Brian frowned in disapproval, but didn’t argue any further. "Where were you separated?"

"It wasn't more than fifteen or twenty feet away from the entrance...” Derek said as he retied the rope around his own waist. “I think.”

The priest's fleshy face paled. "What direction was he when you lost sight of him?"

Derek turned to orient himself toward the front door. "Off that way," he said as he pointed in the direction the rope had been traveling when it snapped.

The priest sighed, lowered his face, and made the Sign of the Cross. When Derek didn't say anything, he looked up and placed a hand on Derek’s shoulder before giving him a gentle squeeze. "I'm afraid your friend has gone home to be with God now."

"What are you talking about?" Lisa asked as she wiped her face and blinked.

"There is a substantial drop over in that direction...where your friend went."

“Hey,” a teenager called out from by the front door where he stood staring into the storm.

Derek ignored the teen. "How far?" he asked as he coiled the rope around his arm, undeterred. He glanced at the boy, then turned back to his task.

"I don’t know exactly....twenty feet...thirty?” Father Brian shook his head. “Going out there now will only increase the chance that you will get hurt yourself, son."

“Hey!” the kid yelled again.

"I have to try," Derek said quietly as he looked at the rope in his gloved, dusty hands. "I promised to get them to safety." He looked at the boy. “What?”

"Derek," Lisa said from the floor as she reached up a trembling hand toward him.

“Hey, there’s a light out there!” the teenager yelled. Several people rushed to look. “It’s a rescue party!”

Derek looked at Lisa. “Go,” she urged.

He limped over to the crowd at the door and peered into the storm with the rest of them. Swirling clouds of dust and dirt obscured the view through the thick windows. It was just like before—nothing but—

“There!” he blurted, pointing. “I see it! They’re close!” He pushed his way through the group. “Catch the door, I’ll go out...”

“No, let me,” another man argued. “I’m not hurt, and you’re exhausted.”

Derek grinned and held up the rope. “But I have this. Here,” he said as he quickly tied the end of the rope to the massive door handle. “I have just enough to reach them, if I’m guessing the distance right.” He pulled his safety glasses up from the lanyard around his neck and put them on, wincing at the feeling of dust-scarred plastic against his raw skin. “Wish me luck,” he muttered around a grin.

“Vaya con Dios,” someone behind him whispered softly.

It took three men to pull the door open and hold it against the pressure change. Derek stepped into the full force of the storm. The dust poured into the little church. He waited to catch a glimpse of the little light, then ducked his shoulder and plowed into the raging cloud of dirt.

“Over here!” he yelled, one arm up to block the wind from his face. “Over here!”

“Help!” a faint voice drifted to him on the wind.

Derek paused. That didn’t sound like a rescue party. It sounded like...

“I’m hurt!” the voice cried. The light waved and winked in the dust.

“Luke!” Derek yelled. He picked up his pace and limped as fast as he could. “Luke! I’m coming!”

“Derek?” Luke called. “Derek! Over here! I can’t see!”

“Don’t move!” Derek yelled back. “I’m almost there! Keep yelling” He tripped over a rock and cried out in pain when he crashed to the ground. It took a depth of strength Derek had never tapped to find the power to rise again. “Hang on!”

He hobbled three more steps, eyes on the little pen light he’d given Luke earlier in the day. When the wind shifted, the dust partially cleared and there was Luke. 

The young man was on hands and knees, head down, while he blindly waved the little light. His jeans were shredded and bloody and looked like something an animal had dragged home from the kill, but he was alive.

Derek jerked to a stop. He looked down at the rope around his waist. It was stretched to the limit. “Are you kidding me?” He looked up at Luke. “Luke! I’m tied to the chapel door by the rope. Come to the sound of my voice. You’re only like, six feet away!”

“I...I don’t know if I can!” Luke wailed. “I can’t see!”

“It’s okay, I can...you’re real close, man. Just come to the sound of my voice,” Derek encouraged. “You can do this, Luke! Lisa’s in the chapel waiting for us. Come on, they have water and food and we can get cleaned up...”

Again, he didn’t say out loud.

Luke crawled slowly toward Derek, pausing every few inches to listen to Derek’s voice before he continued. It took almost five minutes, but the exhausted, terrified intern finally drew close enough for Derek to reach out and touch him.

“Got you!” 

Luke lunged forward into Derek’s arms and cried in relief. His body shook as Derek hugged him tight. “You did it, man! You did it!”

“I want to go home...” the younger man complained.

“Come on, let’s get to the chapel. It’s the next best thing.” Derek led Luke back to the chapel with an arm draped over his shoulder, both of them hunched against the wind.

“When do I get to wake up from this nightmare?” Luke yelled.

Derek laughed. “Come on, this storm can’t last forever!”
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35 miles northwest of Tucson, Arizona

––––––––
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In the midst of the worst dust storm in Arizona’s history, a small, unassuming secure communications and data acquisition control panel would ultimately determine the fate of millions. As the storm raged and spread into neighboring states—the SCADA unit, unaffected by the human drama playing out around it—continued to work in silence.

Computers don’t care if the sun is shining in the sky or rain soaked the ground. The SCADA unit was programmed to do a task and do it until a human instructed it to stop. In the case of Pipeline Control 21576, the storm played an integral role in its failure, but its computer brain didn’t even recognize the storm existed.

Attached to the side of a pipeline that began several thousand miles north in Alaska, PC21576 monitored and controlled a trunk line that connected Phoenix and Tucson. Isolated in the vast red desert, inside a metal shack, PC21576 was shielded from the constant sunshine found in such arid environments.

Due to monsoon season, and the frequent torrential rains parts of Arizona received seasonally, PC21576 was also protected against heavy rain. PC21576’s shack was situated six feet off the ground on the side of a concrete footing stack that supported the pipeline—and the millions of gallons of refined petroleum products that continually flowed through it—PC21576 was effectively shielded from all reasonably expected weather conditions.

But a dust storm of historic magnitudes was not something the designers of PC21576’s shack ever considered. Engineers had designed PC21576’s shielding to withstand extreme temperature fluctuations, pounding rain and flash floods, and baking heat.

But dust—fine particles, smaller in diameter than the end of a strand of human hair—when propelled by hurricane-force winds, found PC21576’s shielding to be essentially useless.

Just like people who’d survived the infamous Dust Bowl of the 1930s, anyone near PC21576’s control shack would have seen dust snake its way through every crack and crevice, around every pane of glass, under doors and windows. There was no stopping it—it trickled in under waterproof seals, forced through by the incessant pressure of 70 mile an hour winds. The static electric charge that built with so much material flying through the air became a continual threat to the well-being of PC21576.

Unfortunately for the pipeline, and the millions of humans living nearby, when the static electric charge shorted out PC21576’s control module, the valve it controlled remained in the closed position. PC21576’s primary task was to monitor and control an emergency pressure valve, used infrequently, but critical to the safe functioning of the pipeline. 

As demand increased, the pressure valve opened. To check the flow, every hour the valve was systematically tested with a momentary shut command. As pressure increased exponentially, the valve was reopened, data recorded, and the overall health of the system was analyzed and a summary transmitted back to human operators in Flagstaff.

But as the sun crept down toward the horizon behind angry, swirling clouds of dust that reached many thousands of feet into the air and smothered Arizona like a blanket, PC21576 failed to trigger the release command for its emergency valve. The pressure that it had recorded continued to rise. 

Dust had sifted in through the human interface control panel, and continued to build up on the delicate circuitry inside the heart of PC21576. It’s simple programming, unaware of the danger that snapped at its heels, ignored environmental conditions inside the control box. The simple weather station attached outside warned PC21576 that wind speeds had increased above 70 miles an hour. PC21576 recorded the observations and created an alert, which it dutifully sent to the human operators in Flagstaff and awaited further instruction. 

PC21576 had no equipment to monitor the disruptive electric charge building around it, or the billions upon billions upon billions of tiny particles of dust that sandblasted the shack.

When PC21576 sent a brief electronic pulse, a command to tell the emergency valve to reopen following its successful test, the static electric charge had built to the point that the SCADA signal went unnoticed by the valve’s corresponding processor. The background electric charge had built to the point that computer systems connected to PC21576 could not tell commands from background interference.

The valve remained closed.

PC21576 recorded the anomaly. 

It sent a second command, then switched to its secondary control processor, but that command failed to trigger the relief of the valve as well. Had PC21576 been a human operator, they would have begun to sweat. The valve remained closed, and every second that it refused to open, the pressure built exponentially behind millions of gallons of oil surging through the pipeline.

Part of PC21576’s silicon brain, tasked with alerting its human controllers, continued futile attempts to alert the substation. It had no way of knowing that dust had filtered in around the edges of the control panel and caused a short circuit between the relay station and the exterior radio antenna. 

PC21576 didn’t care—it continued to try to send message after message in a vain attempt to alert technicians to a critical situation that had developed at its substation.

The rest of PC21576’s processing power diverted in a last-ditch attempt by the software to get control of the situation. Emergency shutoff commands were sent repeatedly to the malfunctioning valve. In less than three minutes, PC21576 received reports of several valves stuck in the closed position. Pressure meters shot off the scale. PC25716 set out an imminent system failure alarm. But because of the short-circuit in the communications array, the message never left the substation.

As pressure built up past the safety check valve’s design specifications, PC21576 blindly continued its quest to alert humans and regain control over the miscreant valve. Nothing worked.

From a distance, an observer—if they could see through the blinding dust that roared across the valley floor at over 70 miles an hour—the explosion of the PC21576 relay substation would have been right at home in any Fourth of July celebration. 

A ball of fire erupted in the desert. For a brief few seconds, it even pushed back the fury of the storm and created a glowing sphere that dissipated into the angry winds almost as fast as it had formed. But that alone didn’t determine the fate of millions of Americans. 

It was the fact that PC21576 was an important substation along the pipeline, located at a junction between two major branches of the main pipeline. The amount of refined petroleum products that rushed through the pipeline on a daily basis was perhaps inconceivable to the people dependent on the flow of oil.

The explosion that obliterated PC21576 in a shower of debris ignited the fuel pumping at breakneck speeds past the safety valves. A jet of fire six feet wide raced through the pipeline both north and south of the doomed substation.

As the explosion picked up speed and power, section by section of the pipeline erupted—which fueled more, bigger explosions as the chain of fire tore through the monstrous dust storm.

The explosion rocketed south toward Tucson. The sudden tripping of every safety alarm—starting several miles out in the desert—was the only warning the operators had at the Arizona Power and Light station on the outskirts of town. Something was wrong, but they had no idea the fuel coming in to supply the station was not fuel but raw fire. 

Like an unstoppable waterfall of death, the alarms tripped in sequence along the superintendent’s control board, creating a string of Christmas lights. She stood, a cup of fresh coffee halfway to her mouth, and ignored the pain of the near boiling liquid as it splashed on her hand.

She had the presence of mind to slap at the red emergency button that would alert all appropriate government agencies of a disaster at the power station before her entire world disintegrated in white-hot oblivion.

APL’s Tucson facility—the second biggest in the state—erupted into a ball of fire that witnesses would later liken to events they’d witnessed at war. An enormous ball of fire some hundred and fifty feet across sent the remains of the power station nearly half a mile downrange. Gouts of fire shot up like red water fountains and arcs of blue electricity almost four feet wide tore through the sky in a cacophony of destruction and pure, unbridled power. 

Electricity and fire fought each other for the final destruction of what remained of the power plant, and ultimately fire won. With the sudden destruction of the power plant, in a few precious seconds, all electricity in the city of Tucson winked out of existence.

North of the doomed PC21576, the cycle of destruction repeated itself in the much larger city of Phoenix—with not one, but three power substations. Each one exploded in turn after a sudden, wailing screech of electronic alarms that indicated failing safety valves and temperatures inside the supply pipeline far in excess of anything in design limits.

Only three minutes after the explosion that crippled Tucson, Phoenix suffered much the same fate, only on a wider scale. Flaming debris from one of the substations ignited power lines that stretched out from the plant. The lines turned into molten ropes of fire as the overloaded metals exploded into flame, beating back the raging storm and creating glowing hotspots throughout Phoenix. 

Transformers exploded like bombs all across the city. What few people were still out in the storm swerved cars and crashed into buildings to avoid the shower of sparks and flaming debris that fell from the sky. Anyone still caught in the storm and its scathing, scalding, sandblasted embrace, dove for cover or died a fiery death as a tsunami of flames swept across the outskirts of the Phoenix Metroplex.

Phoenix plunged into a deafening, all-encompassing blackness and 1.6 million people held their collective breathes. Moments later, the raging winds of the dust storm transformed individual flames from burning transformers into walls of living destruction.

Phoenix became a funeral pyre.
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Valley Village Retirement Community

Santa Fe, New Mexico
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Rebecca Stagg lifted her third chocolate chip cookie from the plate and glanced out of the corner of her eye at her grandmother. Gladys Stagg, normally a stickler for eating healthy, continued to busy herself with organizing recently unpacked kitchenware.

A sudden gust of wind shook the small cinderblock house, and Gladys looked up from a box of kitchen gadgets, a multicolored whisk in one hand. She and Becca both glanced out the window, but the only thing they could see was what looked like swirling yellow smoke. 

Becca frowned. She knew it wasn’t smoke. 

The dust storm, covered breathlessly by reporters they’d been watching on TV, had continued to spread as it consumed Arizona and spread into New Mexico and Colorado. Calm, dry conditions across the western half of New Mexico and southern Colorado had spawned several smaller dust storms and kicked up an incredible amount of fine yellow dust. 

“That was the strongest gust yet,” Becca said around a mouthful of cookie.

“The news said that it’s just a minor storm,” Gladys replied, her voice distant as she stared out the window. “They said it was supposed to be over by now...”

Becca stood and carried her empty plate to the sink and stared out the window. Outside, the tops of a few scraggly pine trees visible over the adobe walls around the backyard danced back and forth in the wind. “I think I heard them say something about a cold front that got stuck in the mountains between Arizona and New Mexico—that’s probably what’s making it so bad. But it still doesn’t look all that windy out there,” she said, attempting to soothe her grandmother’s nerves. “Dad would know...” she added quietly, and instantly regretted the words. Her chest tightened and her eyes blurred. He was somewhere in Arizona, stuck in the heart of the storm, and...Becca sniffed and wiped her eyes.  

“I’m worried about your father, too, sweetie,” Gladys said as she put the whisk down on the countertop with a trembling hand. “And your grandfather and brother...”

Becca moved over and gave her grandmother a hug. “It’s okay, Grandma, Grandpa Milton’s the toughest man I ever met—even tougher than dad! And he climbs mountains with his bare hands for fun!”

Gladys snorted. “Don’t remind me. Your father made me lose a lot of sleep over the course of my life...” She laughed as she melted into her granddaughter’s embrace. “Your grandfather is the bravest man I’ve ever met, but he also has a stupid streak a mile wide.” She grimaced. “If there’s a way for him to get into any trouble out there in that blasted storm, I guarantee you, your grandfather will find it.”

Becca laughed as she pulled away from her grandmother and looked out the window again. “Well, Riley’s with him, so that won’t help anything,” she said as Gladys moved away.

“What’s all this about?” Gladys asked, her voice directed toward the living room.

Becca turned to see where her grandmother was looking: the TV in the living room. Red alerts flashed across the bottom of the screen, and a nightmarish view of thick, roiling red clouds of sand, dirt, and dust filled the screen. The wind field that propelled the living cloud at more than 75 miles an hour folded in on itself, and brief flares of intense, flickering light emerged.

The camera zoomed in and shook while the reporter explained in closed captions that the news crew filmed from their shelter in northeast Tucson. As Gladys maneuvered her way through the boxes in the living room to find the TV remote and turn up the volume, Becca watched, transfixed, as the winds parted for a split second, unveiling a horrific fire in the distance. The camera focused on jets of fire that leapt up from the remains of a massive building. Charred walls tottered between great gouts of flame and blue electric arcs that shot up into the sky in surreal reverse lightning.

“Tucson power plant explodes in ball of fire” scrolled across the screen.

“Oh my word!” Becca’s grandmother blurted as she found the remote. “What happened?”

“A power plant blew up!” Becca said as she stepped around the plastic-covered couch and sat closer to the TV. “Wow—look at that!” she said, her eyes lighting up with scenes of fire and destruction in the midst of the dust storm. “Tucson is getting hammered...”

The cameraman pulled back the shot through the raging clouds of dust. The twinkling nighttime lights of Tucson—turned on by the cowering inhabitants—winked out all at once. 

A split second later, the transmission went to static and disappeared. 

The newscaster, sitting comfortably in the station’s Albuquerque studio, returned to the screen, one hand to his ear as he listened to someone provide details off screen.

Gladys got the remote, pointed at the TV and turned the volume up just in time. “...hearing there’s been a massive explosion at the—we’re getting reports now that power is out to the entire city of Tucson...and all of southeastern Arizona is...” 

The anchorman looked straight into the camera. “Ladies and gentlemen,” he said, as he attempted to regain his composure. “Ladies and gentlemen, we are just now receiving reports of a massive explosion on the outskirts of Tucson, and another explosion in—or near—Phoenix. At this time, we have no reports of any specific threats so we will continue to bring you breaking developments as—”

The lights in Gladys Stagg’s new house flickered and went out for a split second. Becca’s grandmother squeaked in surprise and dropped the remote, which clattered to the hardwood floor.

Before Becca could jump up off the couch, the lights came back on again, then flickered once more before they went out. This time they stayed off.

“Grandma?” Becca asked, irritated at how high her voice had climbed. “What’s going on?”

“We’re hundreds of miles away...” Gladys muttered, trying to regain her composure. “I can’t believe that power plant in Tucson caused this?” She knelt to pick up the remote. The light from outside wasn’t nearly what it would be at high noon on a normal cloudless Santa Fe day, but it wasn’t exactly twilight, either. The dull yellow glow cast upon everything by the dust in the air outside lent an eerie, otherworldly light to the interior of the house. 

It reminded Becca of Halloween. “Like the veil between worlds,” she muttered, staring out the living room door to the patio.

Gladys grunted. “Now you sound like Cassandra.”

“Who?” Becca asked over her shoulder as she looked out the patio door. Dust swirled and eddied across the concrete slab patio that led out into the rock covered backyard area behind the house. Stout adobe walls, all about six feet high, encircled the property—just like every other property in the community—shielded the house from the full brunt of the storm. 

Becca smiled to see miniature tornadoes, only about a foot high, swirling in slow motion along the base of the walls where a pocket of still air was trapped under the dust and wind pouring over the top of the walls. The mini tornados formed, circled around a little, then died...only to be replaced by another.

“I don’t have a cell signal,” Gladys announced. “Can you try calling your brother? I need to know the boys are all right.”

Pulled back from the window by the urgency in her grandmother’s voice, Becca turned and went to the kitchen to retrieve her phone. She looked down at the screen and frowned. “Hey, mine says ‘no service.’ What’s up with that? I didn’t know dust could block a cell signal...”

Becca watched her grandmother bring a trembling hand to her mouth. Gladys Stagg closed her eyes and, with visible effort, stilled her shaking hands. When she’d collected herself, she lowered her hands, and her eyes looked to Becca like two lumps of coal. “It’s the electricity,” she explained. “We usually only see this during brownouts in the summer—but not in the last few years. The cell towers need electricity to run, dear. If all the power in Santa Fe is off, then the cell towers aren’t working, either.”

Becca looked at her bedazzled phone case. The plastic jewels sparkled in her hand as she turned it, reflecting the sickly yellow light from outside. “But I thought they all were supposed to have battery backups...or solar backups, or something? This doesn’t make any sense.”

Gladys Stagg hugged herself with tanned, wiry arms. “None of it makes sense, baby girl, but I’m willing to bet that whatever’s going on here has something to do with what just happened in Tucson.”

“I thought I heard him say something about Phoenix right before the power went out,” Becca added.

Her grandmother nodded. “If there were explosions in Tucson and Phoenix...and the power went out here...” she thought out loud. She turned and looked at her granddaughter. “Rebecca, something much worse is going on than a simple dust storm.”

“Grandma, I’m scared. What do we do?” Becca asked as she moved closer.

The older woman wrapped an arm around her only granddaughter and squeezed, drawing strength from Becca’s presence. “We’ll be fine in here, child. Your grandfather and I have survived worse than a simple power outage. What we need to do right now is stay busy and not think about how bad things are, or how bad things might get.” She kissed the top of Becca’s head. “That will lead us nowhere but to a lot of unnecessary worry. Right now, I don’t think we need to borrow any more worries.”

“So...” Becca prompted.

“For now,” Gladys said, “why don’t you set a timer on your phone. If the power hasn’t come on in...let’s say an hour, we’ll start taking steps to preserve the food in the fridge and freezer. In the meantime, let’s keep unpacking boxes. But instead of working in the kitchen, I’d like to concentrate on that spare bedroom you and your brother were working in earlier before he left.”

“What difference does it make?” Becca added as she set a timer on her phone. “I mean, everything needs to be unpacked, right?”

“Yes, dear, it does,” Gladys explained patiently, “and I’m not going to let your grandfather use this storm as an excuse to leave boxes untouched like last time.” Gladys winked, and her lips curled into a smile. “Come on, I’ll show you. The boxes I’m looking for are labeled ‘emergency supplies.’ Your grandfather and I put a little stash together after those wildfires swept through Arizona a few years back. Do you remember?”

“Do I ever,” Becca said as she followed her grandmother into the spare bedroom. “I think these are the boxes you’re talking about,” Becca announced as she moved over into the corner. Several cardboard cartons had been marked with a crude six-pointed star drawn in marker. “They’re really heavy—I remember stuff rattling in them...”

“Good girl,” Gladys purred as she moved over and opened the top box in the stack. She smiled and pulled out a hand crank portable radio. “This is exactly what I was looking for! Here, dear, why don’t you crank this up.”

“What are you going to do?” Becca asked as she took the offered radio and watched Gladys leave the room.

“Oh, just an old trick Milton and I do every time we lose power. I’m going to fill up as many containers of water as I can.”

“Really?” Becca asked as she started to crank the little plastic arm on the radio and the dial glowed.

“Mmmhmmm,” her grandmother said as she left the room. “We live in the desert, baby girl,” she called over her shoulder. “You should always have spare water.”
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Fiona took a deep breath. “Here we go again...” 

Riley licked his lips and nestled his cheek against the stock of his grandfather’s M1 Garand. He took a calming breath, exhaled slowly, and sighted down the barrel. He idly wondered how many times his grandfather had taken that exact position and prepared to snuff out an enemy soldier’s life. Maybe the old man had been right—maybe they were going to war. 

Maybe the war had come to them.

“I’m going to give you one more chance,” the man on the other side of the front door yelled over the wind.

“Oh, quit beating around the bush, you pansy,” Milton interrupted. “If you want a gunfight, then get on with it! I ain’t got all day...” He shook his head. “Nothing I hate more’n a man that can’t make up his mind and do something. So either skin that smoke wagon or stop wastin’ my time!”

“Put up or shut up,” Riley muttered as he watched the back door. 

“Fine,” the man yelled. “It’s your funeral!” After another long pause, he yelled again: “Now!”

Gunfire erupted all around the entire house. Riley heard distinct gunshots from the bedrooms to Fiona’s left, down the hall behind Fiona, from the front door, and also from the back door. The glass window in the kitchen door shattered, and dust billowed in, unstoppable. Riley blocked out the noise from the front of the house and focused on the door in front of him, just like before.

Only this time, I can do something about it.

A second later, a dark shape crashed into the door. It burst inward in a shower of debris and dust. Riley didn’t hesitate—he squeezed the trigger and the old rifle belched fire and noise. It slammed Riley's shoulder painfully against the wall behind them, but he was better prepared and didn’t topple over. 

He couldn’t say the same for the man who’d tried to force his way into the house. The .30-06 round caught him square in the chest with a meaty thwack. He didn’t so much groan as exhale, then staggered back out into the storm, only to disappear amidst the swirling clouds.

Across the kitchen entrance, Fiona screamed at the noise from Riley’s weapon. But when a second man emerged in the doorway, she fired twice before Riley could swivel the big cannon in his hands to bear on the intruder. Fiona’s aim was just as good as it had been earlier that morning. The second intruder stumbled back and disappeared into the storm like the first.

As yellow dust filled the air, Riley turned away from the flapping curtains. To protect his eyes, he glanced down the hall toward the front door, where his grandfather had troubles of his own.

Several people on the other side of the door had practically shredded it with gunfire. When Ricky smashed into it with his shoulder, the stout wood door literally exploded under the impact.

Riley twisted his shoulders and swung the Garand around through the kitchen entrance and lined up not on Ricky, who’d fallen to the floor and shaken the whole house with the impact, but on the second man through the ragged opening.

Milton was faster than his grandson on the draw and fired one blast from the hand cannon he held. The shot sent the second man through the doorway, back out into the storm with a screamed curse.

Instead of shooting Ricky in the back of the head, Milton reached into the corner where the ancient shotgun waited, and used it to pummel the back of the big man’s head before he could fully get off the ground. Ricky crashed down on his chest again, unconscious, shaking the floorboards. 

Rendering the big man unconscious had left Milton exposed, however. A third attacker rushed to fill the door frame, but Riley was ready. He squeezed the trigger once more, and once more the M1 Garand blasted an attacker back outside. With his body contorted, however, the kick from the rifle dislodged it from Riley’s grip, and he cried out in pain as the awkward position sent a stream of fire down his shoulder to his hip.

Later, Riley would remember that the moment the big M1 clattered to the floor in slow motion was also the point at which all hell broke loose.

The gunfire outside continued unabated, as the encircling thugs turned Milton Stagg’s house into Swiss cheese. More than one of the bulletproof windows finally yielded under the onslaught, and chunks of glass plastered the carpets and floors of the house. 

“Riley!” Fiona warned as two more men rushed to the back door, arms in front of their faces. They fired blindly as they advanced.

Fiona slid to the floor to escape the worst of the dust and fired her pistol at the shifting shapes across the kitchen. One man went down clutching a leg, and kissed the floor. His pistol clattered across the open space within reach of Riley, who eagerly snatched it up. 

“Grandpa! There’s too many of them!” Riley yelled. He watched as Milton turned from the front door and examined the billowing cloud of dust that rolled down the hallway from the kitchen. An equally impressive cloud poured in through the jagged hole that used to be the front door. 

“You know what to do!” The old man yelled as he was swallowed up by the storm.  “Retreat!” 

“Go!” Fiona shouted as she used her long, toned legs to press herself against the kitchen wall and fired round after round into the billowing dust and dirt. “I’ll cover you—get to the garage!”

“I’ll—” Riley began as he scooped the Garand from the floor.

“Don’t argue, just go!” Fiona snapped. She fired two more shots off in quick succession, effectively silencing any argument. “I’m out,” she announced as she ejected the spent magazine and pulled the spare from her waist.

Gathering his tattered dignity around him, Riley tucked his captured pistol behind his back and hefted the M1. He slipped on a shell casing and crashed into the far wall, but the motion helped him avoid a scattering of bullets that zipped through the house. 

Screaming as he went, Riley half-crouched, half-ran down the hallway, staggering and tripping in the blinding dust as the attackers continued their unrelenting assault. Chunks of drywall flew up in his face and bits of wood and stone stung his hands and neck as he ran, but he continued down the hall until he crashed into the reinforced garage door. 

Stunned for a moment, Riley stood still and stepped away from the door long enough to rip it open against the negative pressure of the storm as it infiltrated the house. More bullet holes appeared in the wall next to his head, and Riley ducked as he slipped through the door and took up his position at the base of the short steps leading down into the garage proper. “Okay!” he yelled. “I’m in position! Both of you get back here!”

Riley peered into the murky darkness as dust billowed through the house. Bullets continued to pepper the structure, but the rate of gunfire had dropped precipitously. He guessed the Druids were running out of ammunition, then frowned. Maybe they’d changed tactics. Either way, he wasn’t about to go down without a fight, nor would he leave Fiona and his grandfather to their fates.

As he thought of his grandfather, the old man appeared around the corner and staggered down the hall—nothing more than a shadow, identifiable only by the cane held in one blurry hand. He staggered into the wall and dropped the shotgun.

“Grandpa!” Riley said, as he started to get up.

“Stay in position!” the old man wheezed. “They winged me, that’s all. I’ll be right there...”

“Fiona!” Riley yelled. “Hurry!”

“I’m coming!” she yelled back as a murky shape at the end of the hall. A hail of gunfire chased her out of the kitchen, and she screamed as she fell to the floor.

Riley dropped the Garand and jumped up. He took all three steps in one stride. He ignored his grandfather’s warning to get back into position and slipped by the old man without a word. He knew his grandfather would continue on as planned and take a position in the garage, just as he knew that his grandfather was incapable of helping Fiona.

Fiona screamed as she clutched her lower leg. “They shot me!”

Riley slid to a stop on the dust-slick floor and flinched as drywall and bits of the ceiling rained down. The adrenaline coursing through his body prevented him from saying anything and kept him focused like a laser on his immediate task: he had to get her off the floor and reach the garage before they were both killed.

As his hands slipped under Fiona’s thighs and behind her shoulders, he marveled at how light she was. Some part of his mind muttered that it was the result of the adrenaline, but he ignored the thought. Riley stood and ran down the hallway toward the garage.

“Hurry up!” the old man yelled, as Riley and Fiona grew closer. “They’re right behind you!”

Riley blinked. The dust in the hallway stung his eyes, but he continued toward the garage. Each step sent a jolt through his legs and up his spine. Fiona clutched his neck with both arms in a deathlike grip and screamed as her leg was jostled during the journey.

And then they were enveloped in the pitch-black garage. Riley sailed over the three steps right past his grandfather and landed on both feet behind the truck. A second later, his grandfather slammed the door shut and locked the deadbolt. Fiona continued to cry and sob into his chest as Riley lowered her to the ground in the darkness. “Is it bad? Where were you hit?” he asked breathlessly.

“It’s my calf—my right leg—I don’t know how bad it...augh, it hurts!”

Riley gingerly felt along her leg with both his hands. When his fingers found the wound, she screamed. 

“Grandpa, there’s a lot of blood...I can’t see it, but I can feel it.”

He heard his grandfather behind him. Then a flashlight clicked on and illuminated Fiona’s leg. Bright red blood, in contrast to the surrounding darkness. was smeared all up and down her leg and across Riley’s arms and hands.

“Bah,” Milton said dismissively. “Just grazed you. Get the first aid kit, boy, we’ll patch ‘er up.”

“We?” Riley asked, as he followed the light toward their small first aid kit by the tunnel entrance.

Milton grunted. “My hands are too old and shaky for this kind of stuff,” he said when Riley returned with the kit. “I’ll walk you through it. First, we have to get her leg cleaned up.”

“Is this going to hurt?” Fiona asked through clenched teeth.

Milton shrugged one shoulder. “No more’n it did when that bullet took a chunk of meat outta your leg.”

Riley tore open the first aid kit and pulled out a small bottle labeled ‘saline.’ He popped the cap and squirted the sterile water over Fiona’s leg. She squealed in pain, then pulled the shirt up off her stomach and forced it into her mouth so she could clamp down without biting her tongue.

Riley concentrated twice as hard on the wound in front of him, trying his best to ignore the startling amount of exposed, milky white skin that appeared in his peripheral vision.

“That’s it, you’re doing great,” Milton soothed as Riley continued to irrigate the wound channel. “Okay, that’s lookin’ good. See that packet of powder there? Yep, that’s it. Rip that sucker open and pour some of that in the wound. This is going to sting,” Milton warned.

“How bad?” she grunted.

Milton snorted. “A bit.”

The moment the white powder hit the open wound, Fiona’s body went stiff and her leg jerked back, hitting Riley hard. She let loose with a string of curses that made him blush. Surprised at her strength, Riley did his best to hold her still while he worked. The muscles of his upper arm strained to contain her leg until the last of the powder was applied and he could bandage the wound.

The experience left both of them drained and sweating. Riley slumped back on his heels and attempted to catch his breath.

“You okay there?” Milton asked.

“Yeah,” Riley said around a pant for air. “That wasn’t so bad...”

“Ain’t talking to you, boy,” Milton snarled.

“I...” Fiona breathed. “I’m okay,” she whispered. “That was only supposed to hurt a bit?”

Milton laughed. “Well, from my point of view it wasn’t so bad.”

“Okay,” Fiona said, “then it’s your turn.”

Milton frowned. “I’ll keep.”

The garage door vibrated in its frame as somebody pounded on it from the other side. They cursed loudly and profusely. “Open this door!”

Milton snorted and turned away from Fiona and Riley. “Why?” he demanded of the door. “You got a bunch more guys out there that want to die?”

“I swear by all the gods, I’m going to kill you all!” the man snarled from the other side of the door. Gunshots cracked inside the house, and Riley ducked. 

“I wouldn’t worry about that,” Milton replied with a grin. “That there’s a reinforced steel core door. Unless they got a .50 cal out there, they ain’t gettin’ in.”

Several gunshots rang out at once, and still Riley saw nothing. Milton shined the flashlight up and down the door. “Looks just fine. Right about now, whoever is on the other side just realized they can’t shoot their way through this door. We better get ready for Plan B. It won’t take ‘em long to figure out that the only way they’re getting in here is to burn a hole through the roof.”

“Here, I’ll help you up,” Riley said as he reached out a bloodied hand to Fiona. She grabbed his forearm and smiled at him, her face slick with sweat, tears, and dirt. 

“Thank you,” she whispered as he hauled her to her feet. “Thank you for getting me out of there...”

Riley shrugged, unable to find words to reply. “Here...just lean on me,” he said in a husky voice as he wrapped his arm around her slender waist and pulled her close. She did likewise, and let him carry most of her weight on his hip. 

“You two make such a cute couple,” Milton cooed, as he shuffled along behind them, his cane thumping on the concrete floor.

Riley—once again—was more than glad for the darkness as it hid the heat in his cheeks. He helped Fiona to the tunnel’s open hatch and gently held her hands as she hopped down step after step. “You got it?”

She looked up at him from down the ladder and smiled. “Yeah...yeah, I’m good. Thanks,” she said with a weak grin.

Riley nodded and stood. “Okay, grandpa—you’re next.”

“Oh, no you don’t,” the old man retorted. “I’ll go last—you get down first. I don’t want to have to explain to my son that I left you behind.”

“Nobody’s leaving anybody behind,” Riley said in a stern voice. He held his hand out for the flashlight.

His grandfather regarded him coolly. “I believe you mean that.” He nodded and handed over the light. “All right, have it your way.” The old man turned and eased down the ladder. 

Riley shined the light on his grandfather’s blood-soaked shirt and sucked air through his teeth. “When I get down there, I’ll take a look at your side. Why didn’t you say something?”

“Because it’s just a scratch, boy. Besides, we had to see to Fiona first,” the old man replied as he hobbled down the ladder.

Riley turned and illuminated the tunnel entrance. Fiona shielded her eyes from the light at the bottom of the ladder and stood on one leg as she helped Milton step off the ladder. She waved up at him, exhausted. “Okay—we’re okay...we’re okay.” 

Riley looked around the garage as the Druids continued to pound on the door outside.

“Riley!” Fiona called. “Get down here!”

He grinned. “Hang on. I have an idea.”
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Boise City, Oklahoma

––––––––
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Isabel followed Kathy out of the electronics store, holding her new top-of-the-line iPhone. True to his word, Billy kept the squad car running right out front. 

"That didn't take as long as I thought," Billy said with a smile as they climbed aboard.

"Yeah, I'm actually kind of impressed, too," Kathy replied, as she tapped away on the phone in her hands. "They had the phones lined up and already loaded with all the information and apps I needed—all we had to do was sign the paperwork and their senior sales rep handed them over.” She looked up and smiled. “Sometimes the government-private industry partnership works really well.”

"Well,” Isabel said, “I would've preferred to be able to port my old number—I mean this is great, don't get me wrong, I’ve got access to all kinds of data and information I didn't have before," Isabel added as she looked at the unfamiliar apps on her home screen. “But my kids won’t know this number...neither will Derek.” 

Isabel frowned as she examined her new device. Emergency management apps that Kathy used on a regular basis, including contacts for just about anyone in the government of the state of Arizona, cluttered multiple screens. She selected a weather alert app and was surprised to see extremely detailed forecasts and alerts about upcoming warning announcements. She looked up from the phone as Billy pulled away from the store. "I had no idea you had access to all this information."

The corner of Kathy’s mouth curled up. "Yeah, sometimes it's pretty handy, huh? Most of the time we don't pay attention to this stuff, because Arizona just doesn't have that many weather emergencies. But every once in a while, everything comes together like this..." she said, her voice trailing off as she read a message. "I don't believe it..." Kathy breathed.

"What's up?" Billy asked from the front seat as they pulled back out onto the main road.

"It's my boss, Jim...he's..."

"You said he was sheltering in place somewhere in Flagstaff, right?" Isabel prompted.

Kathy looked up at her, her eyes wide. "Yeah, I mean, that's what they told me. I just found out,” she said, holding up the screen. “They lost him—it was one of the fires spreading through Phoenix." She stared down at the phone in her hands. "I don't believe this...how is this happening so fast?"

Isabel placed a hand on Kathy’s arm. "I'm so sorry..." She shook her head. "The storm is—"

"It's cascading," Billy announced from the front.

"It’s what?" Kathy and Isabel asked at the same time.

Billy drummed his hands on the steering wheel as they waited at a red light. "A cascading confluence. The storm didn't cause all this damage, but it did cause that power plant explosion—the one we saw on TV..."

Kathy nodded. "You're right. It's started failures across multiple systems..."

"Okay, can one of you explain this cascading thing?" Isabel asked. She looked down at her phone and started a new text message to Rebecca. She had to try to get in touch with her children—as long as it didn't get snapped up by the spam filter on her daughter’s phone.

"Billy's right,” Kathy said. “The storm—if it caused the fire at the power plant in Tucson..." She held up her phone. "Reports are coming in of a total loss, but we can't get people on the scene because the dust storm is too dangerous.” She read from the screen a moment before continuing. “Reports of cop cars being disabled from static electrical discharge. What?"

"Yeah,” Isabel confirmed as she tapped send. “Any modern vehicle with a lot of computers and electronics on board is going to be very susceptible to the static electricity generated by this thing."

"If that power plant is gone, that caused a sudden drop in electricity—which sparked across the grid and probably caused other substations to fail under the sudden increase in load. It's exactly what causes brownouts,” Kathy said, thinking out loud. “Only this time it's on a massive scale and the lights aren’t just dimming, they’re going out."

"Without power,” Billy observed, “people aren’t going to be able to get to work, or grocery stores—gas stations won’t be able to work.” He whistled. “Glad I don’t work down there.” He glanced at them in the mirror. “No offense.”

Kathy ignored the comment as she tapped out a series of text messages. "If we can contain the outages, then we can keep it from spreading...they have to shut down—"

"I don't think that's possible," Isabel blurted. She looked up from her phone. "Did you see the new alerts from...I don't even know what the name of this app is, but things are flashing across my screen," Isabel said as she showed Kathy her phone.

"Power outages in New Mexico, Oklahoma, and Colorado,” Kathy read aloud. “Nevada's already dark—they lost power in Flagstaff?" Kathy sat back, her phone forgotten. "The Division’s based in Flagstaff. Everything's in Flagstaff. If we lose Flagstaff...” She looked at Isabel. “There won’t be anything left to coordinate."

Both new phones rang with the same irritating standard ringtone. Kathy answered immediately. "Go for Powell."

"I hate to interrupt," Billy said from the front seat, trying not to talk over Kathy. "But didn’t you ladies need to get clothes...?"

"Yes, please," Isabel said immediately. "We lost everything in the crash."

"Well, I'm not exactly up on women's fashion," Billy said with a self-deprecating laugh, "but we do have a Bass Pro Shop on the outskirts of town."

Isabel grinned. Derek was an avid outdoorsman, and she’d been forced to spend many hours in their local Bass Pro Shop, wandering up and down the aisles looking for gear and clothing for his various adventures. She never complained, because she'd always done the same thing at Barnes and Noble, and Derek had always displayed the patience of a saint, though he wasn’t a big reader. "Bass Pro sounds great—how long until we get there?"

Billy laughed. "Boise City ain't that big, ma’am—we’ll be there directly."

In the few minutes it took to reach the outdoors superstore, Isabel sent a flurry of text messages to Derek, Riley, Rebecca, and even Gladys. She would've sent one to Milton as well, but she knew her father-in-law didn't even own a cell phone—he claimed he enjoyed his anonymity and refused technology’s tether.

Once the text messages had been dispatched, the waiting began. Without an immediate response, worry gnawed away at Isabel's mood. To distract herself while Kathy attempted to coordinate Arizona's response to the dust storm, Isabel pulled up weather and emergency response apps on her new phone. 

She skimmed through the dozen or so emergency alerts from the National Weather Service concerning the dust storm in Arizona—but that made her think about Derek—so to avoid the bottomless pit of worry, she looked for the local conditions around Santa Fe, New Mexico instead. Fear replaced worry as butterflies exploded in her stomach when she looked at the maps. 

Several outlying dust storms had flared up all along the edge of the massive storm over Arizona, and they’d rolled into western New Mexico. One of the biggest was unfortunately right on the outskirts of Santa Fe. NWS predicted winds in excess of 40 or 50 miles an hour. In the next hour or two, the center would move straight through Old Santa Fe. Dust storms were notoriously unpredictable, so Isabel took the time frame and storm track with a grain of salt. It wasn't an especially fast-moving storm, so she thanked fate for that blessing—her children and her in-laws would easily see the storm on the horizon and take shelter before it hit.

Isabel next attempted to call her colleagues from the University of New Mexico, only to be frustrated by busy signals and ‘no service’ alerts. The dust storm and its auxiliary storms had already caused more of an impact than anyone had expected.

“I don't care about the regulations, and I'm tired of saying that!” Kathy seethed. “If Jim is gone, then who’s in charge?" Kathy growled into the phone. "That’s right, I am. Tilly’s the only one there with any authority, and she’s in my chain of command, so she's in charge until I get back." Kathy was silent for a moment listening to a muted voice over the phone. "I understand that, but there is literally nothing I can do from here—I'm still a thousand miles away!"

Isabel looked up from her phone. "Actually, we’re only like, 800 miles away..."

Kathy looked at her for a moment and blinked. “Bet you’re fun at parties. Yes,” she said, returning to her conversation with an arched eyebrow for Isabel. “I understand that. Look, get everyone on the call, and..." Kathy pulled the phone away from her ear and looked at the screen. "Hello?" she asked, then put the phone back to her ear. “Are you there? Hello?" She glanced back at the screen again. "Great. Disconnected." Kathy growled something unintelligible and slammed the phone on the seat next to her.

"I'm surprised you still have service at all," Billy observed. "I've been getting updates on the radio while you two were playing with your phones," he said as he turned into the massive Bass Pro parking lot. "Dispatch said cell phone coverage is pretty much gone in Arizona and New Mexico. Starting to see disruptions our way now, too, so we were advised to stick with Ol’ Reliable,” he said, patting the mic attached to his uniform. “The dust storm’s playing havoc with radio towers, too though, and with the power outages spreading, everything's just gonna get worse." He glanced at them in the mirror. “If I were you two, I’d make this a quick trip. No tellin’ how long we have...”

Kathy sighed. "That's what I'm afraid of..."

"Okay, here we are," Billy announced as he pulled up to the front door. "This place sure does look busier than normal." He turned in his seat and causally draped an arm over the passenger seat headrest. “Y’all might have less time that I thought.”

"Leave it to a natural disaster to make everybody antsy to shop," Kathy muttered as she opened her door. "Come on Isabel, I've got a government credit card—let's go shopping."

Isabel opened her door and gave Billy a wave. "Keep the meter running," she joked as she got out. 

Billy rolled down the front passenger window and leaned across the seat. "You sure you don't need me to carry your bags, ladies?" he called after them, then laughed.

Once they stepped inside the massive front doors, Isabel leaned close to Kathy. "Billy was right—look at this place, it's a mad house..." 

What normally—at least to Isabel—always resembled a national park, with high ceilings and wooden, tree-like columns, appeared more like one of Dante’s upper circles. People rushed back and forth carrying as much as they could. Several walked by and grabbed anything within reach as they headed toward the checkout lines.

Isabel blinked. People were everywhere, especially in the back corner of the building by the gun vault. The  noise from so many raised voices was a physical presence that threatened an immediate headache. 

Isabel grimaced at the background roar of so many people, but everyone seemed calm, if tense. A shout went up from the opposite side of the store and Isabel worried they had walked into the beginnings of a riot. People rushed to and fro and clutched merchandise and packages as if one of the other shoppers might rip them out of their hands at any second. 

As they forced their way further into the store, Isabel realized it wasn't because people had stolen from each other, it was because there were so many people—they tried to be polite and not bump into each other. A few even carried items over their heads as they threaded through lines that snaked halfway across the store from the cash registers.

"This is ridiculous," Kathy muttered. She glanced at her phone again, then pulled Isabel aside. "The FAA just shut down all airspace over Arizona, New Mexico, and Colorado."

"What?" a man said as he passed Kathy. "Are you serious?" He tucked a tackle box and a handful of fishing lures under one arm as he dug in his pocket for his own phone. 

Kathy grabbed Isabel's arm and pulled her further into the store. "I guess we gotta be careful about saying stuff out loud..."

"I think we can do this faster if we split up," Isabel suggested. "My husband's a rock climber—we go camping all the time—I know my way around this place."

Kathy looked Isabel up and down in a new light. "Huh. I never figured you for the outdoorswoman type."

"Oh, don't get me wrong, I hate it,” Isabel said with a laugh as she watched the crowds ebb and flow around them. “I'd much rather be in a nice featherbed somewhere with room service than wake up in a cold sleeping bag. My husband is the one who loves that, I go along for the ride." She shrugged. “Earns me brownie points for my spa weekends.”

Kathy laughed. "Trust me, that would make my time in the Army seem like a stay at the Ritz. Okay, give me your sizes. I'll try to get us some clothes. You grab food and supplies for a long road trip."

"We don't have a car," Isabel protested.

Several clumps of people moved past and around them as they worked their way from the main entrance toward the camping, hunting, and fishing area. Kathy waited for several people to shuffle on as they carried their precious purchases, then pulled out her phone. "I ordered us a rental car on the way here. I love this app...I told them to deliver it here.”

Isabel nodded. "They’ll have gas cans in the boating section. We should probably fill them up the first chance we get. The closer we get to Arizona, the less gas we’re going to find."

Kathy rubbed her forehead. "Right...because of the power outage. Okay, what size are you?"

After Isabel gave Kathy her measurements, she turned and dove into the feeding frenzy called the camping department. Isabel managed to snag a basket—there was no hope of finding a cart—and immediately went to the freeze-dried foods aisle. As she expected, it was full of people, so Isabel decided to skip the ready-to-eat meals everyone appeared to lust after and worked her way to the boating department. 

There she found lifeboat rations—the ones she and Derek had pretty much survived on during one of their early camping trips before the kids were born. Isabel smiled as she loaded brick after brick of the vacuum packed, nearly tasteless, but nutritious biscuits into her basket. She paused for a moment, one brick in her hand, and thought back to a happier time.

Derek had regaled her with tales of the great outdoors and how the fish at a particular river they’d camp at practically jumped into the frying pan. As it turned out, neither one of them had been able to catch a single fish, and the only thing they found at the local bait shop was emergency lifeboat rations. Rather than drive over an hour to get to the closest restaurant, they’d enjoyed a romantic meal of lifeboat rations and wine over a roaring fire along the river. It turned out to be one of the best nights of Isabel's life, and Derek had proposed shortly thereafter.

Someone bumped into her and sent Isabel into a display case. The overweight man gently pulled her back upright and apologized profusely. "I am so sorry, ma'am—I didn't even see you there!"

"No, no, it's okay,” Isabel demurred. “It was my fault—really—I was just thinking about something. Lost in my own head."

"I can't blame you," the overweight man said as he wiped his sweaty face with a damp handkerchief. "This storm in Arizona's got everybody all riled up—especially with the power outages spreading."

Isabel offered a quick smile, then excused herself and went back to the freeze-dried food aisle. The crowd was still there and almost all the food was completely gone, but she managed to squeeze her way through and snag a few breakfast packs. She added her find to the basket, along with several boxes of matches, a couple packs of camping utensils, and some aluminum cookware and a coffee pot.

She paused and looked at the madness that swirled in every direction. Frowning, she decided they’d be better off with instant coffee from a gas station than trying to find anything palatable in the overcrowded store. She knew she'd never be able to get her hands on any other camping food—or coffee—but with collapsible cups, and one Sawyer Mini water filter she found on the floor, Isabel felt pretty good when she cleared the aisle and could breathe again.

Behind her, someone shouted, and a body crashed into a display case. Bobbers and spools of fishing line rolled past her feet into the main aisle. She turned in time to see a fist fight erupt. Merchandise went flying in the struggle, and more bodies hit the floor as men—and even a few women—threw punches and struggled over the dwindling supplies. 

Isabel backed up and worked her way around to the fishing section. A scene similar to the camping area began to form as people scrambled to pick through the remaining lures, rods, and reels. She stared, open-mouthed. Some of them didn’t even look, but snatched anything within reach off the shelf as they rushed down the aisle. 

Isabel fought her way forward but was only able to score a child's collapsible fishing rod. The bright pink ninja bunny motif made her smile—she doubted its usefulness. But beggars couldn't be choosers. It came with a small fishing tackle kit in a forgettable plastic bin, but it all went into her basket.

"Isabel! Over here!" Kathy called out over the din.

Isabel turned, spotted Kathy by the customer service area, and forced her way through the crowd.

“New Mexico and Oklahoma just declared states of emergency," Kathy said under her breath when Isabel joined her in line.

Isabel felt her throat tighten. She looked at all the worried faces around her. They were all trapped—no one moved any faster than the slowest cashier. No one talked. Most hunched over their purchases as if they were hoarding gold. Cell phones glowed everywhere she looked—people were texting, reading, or staring. The hairs on the back of Isabel’s neck rose.

"I want to get out here," Isabel said as she stepped closer to Kathy. “It feels like we’re on the top of a wave that’s about to crest.”

The line inched closer and closer to the cashier. Each person that finished their check out turned and bulled their way through the other lines until they could reach the front door and escape into the sunlight.

Isabel did a double take when the person a few spots in front of them made his escape. When the main doors opened, she noticed the sunlight outside had dimmed considerably. But what was more concerning was seeing Billy in his campaign hat force his way through the crowd with a worried look on his face. 

She leaned close to Kathy. "I think I’m right—something is about to happen."

Kathy grimaced. "Crap." She raised a hand and waved to get Billy's attention across the main entrance. He raised a hand in return, but didn’t smile. He said something to the people in front of him, then continued to push his way through.

By the time Kathy and Isabel were at the counter and unloading their gear to be rung up by the cashier, Billy had worked his way to them. "I tell you what,” he announced. “I’ve never seen anything like this." He removed his hat and wiped his face. "This is crazier than Black Friday."

"What's going on?" Isabel asked quietly as the cashier continued to ring up their purchases.

"I just got word over the radio that NTSB is in town—they're looking for you two, and Sheriff wants me to bring you back to the station, pronto. You about done here?"

"Just paying now," Kathy said, as she used her phone to pay the charges.

Isabel's eyebrows went up as she saw the total. She and Derek had never dropped more than $200 at Bass Pro before—at least that she knew of. “I'm sure glad my tax money is paying for this. I know my credit card can’t handle all those zeroes."

Kathy laughed. "Don't worry about it—I have a discretionary budget, and I guess now that I'm in charge, that budget got a lot bigger."

"Here, let me help you," Billy said as he grabbed a couple bulging bags off the counter and turned. "Alright folks, clear a path!” he bellowed. “Official police business!"

His booming voice worked—people shot angry glares at the three of them, but they clutched their purchases and backed up to allow Billy, Kathy, and Isabel to snake their way toward the main entrance.

"Look, I've got a rental car that's going to be delivered here in the next 30 minutes," Kathy explained as they reached the front doors.

"Sorry, but I got my orders,” Billy replied as he backed into the main door and held it open for them. “NTSB says you two have to be debriefed before you're allowed to leave the area. I heard the FBI's on the way from Amarillo, too."

"What’s the FBI doing here?" Kathy demanded.

"Beats me," Billy said with a shrug as he led them toward his cruiser. "Nobody ever knows what the Feds are up to. Probably has something to do with the fact that the governor of Arizona was on that plane."

Kathy looked at Isabel. "We don't have time for this," she muttered.

"What are we supposed to do?" Isabel replied. "We can't just run off with the FBI chasing us."

Kathy smirked.

“No,” Isabel said firmly. “No.” She stopped, and two people cursed when they bumped into her and stepped aside. “No, I’m not a hotshot government employee. I’ll go to jail or something...”

“Relax, it was just an idea...” Kathy muttered.

As they loaded the bags into the back of Billy's cruiser, screams erupted from inside the Bass Pro shop and prevented Isabel from replying.

"Dadgum it, I was afraid of this," Billy said as he stood in the open driver's door. He slammed it, adjusted his utility belt and squared his shoulders, then marched toward the store. "I'll be right back—probably another fight."

People streamed out of the store, looking over their shoulders as if they had just used the five-finger discount. They ran heedlessly past Billy out into the parking lot. Several caught sight of him, then turned and sprinted away. 

"Hey! What's going on here?" he demanded.

"The power’s out!" someone yelled from the deluge of shoppers sprinkled with a healthy number of shoplifters.

Kathy and Isabel looked at each other. "I think our timeframe just got bumped up." Kathy said. She glanced over Isabel’s shoulder. "Billy! We have to leave!"

"I can't," he yelled back, surrounded by a throng of people working their way out into the parking lot. He raised the mic on his shoulder to his lips and called for backup. “You two stay put!” Turning away from them, he forced his way into the store with his arms spread out to slow the rush of people.

"This is stupid," Kathy spat. Her phone buzzed, and she put her bags down. "Well, I do have a bit of good news...the rental car’s almost here." She turned and squinted, shielding her eyes as she looked across the parking lot. “I guess he's coming from over there."

Isabel glanced at the sky. It was darker than before, as if a thin, high cloud had passed in front of the sun. But the only clouds in the sky were on the horizon—over by the black smudge that was all she could see of the crash site.

"What kind of car did you get?" she asked absently, still watching the sky.

"An Expedition. It was the only thing I could get on short notice. But hey, it’s the luxury model..."

"Oof," Isabel said, still frowning at the eerie twilight sky. "Those things suck gas. Dang it!” she cried and dropped her bags. “I forgot to get gas cans! These two guys started a fight and—"

"Don't worry about it,” Kathy said. “We’ll pick some up at a gas station. I just—oh, that must be it!"

A black Ford Expedition sporting plenty of chrome accents rolled slowly through the crowded parking lot. The wide-eyed driver crept through the crowd and stopped every few seconds as people jumped in front of the bumper. Eventually, he pulled up next to them as they flagged him down. He exited and came around to them, his hand outstretched. "Hi, I'm Toby with Excelsior Rent-A-Car."

"Kathy Powell. I have the confirmation number right here," she said, and handed over her phone.

The driver pulled out his own phone, scanned the image on hers, and handed hers back. “This is crazy,” he said as he tapped on the screen. His phone chirped, and he looked up. "Okay, everything set. Can I help you with—wow, you guys really did some shopping."

"Oh this? It’s just a few last-minute things," Isabel joked as she looked down at the half dozen overstuffed bags at their feet.

"Come on, let's get this thing loaded, Kathy announced. “We have to get going."

"What about Billy?" Isabel asked as she picked up a pair of bags and moved to the rear of the big SUV where the driver had opened the back hatch.

"I'll sort him out later—right now my top priority is getting back to Arizona. The FBI and the NTSB can interview us if they can catch us.”

“What? No—” Isabel began.

“Hey, listen,” Kathy snapped, “it could be hours before we figure out where they are, and I think everybody's gonna have bigger problems on their hands by then," she said with a nod toward the store behind them.

“Kathy, I can’t run—”

“Do you want to get back to your kids or not? You said they were in Santa Fe...that’s on the way from here.”

"I heard on the radio that power outages are spreading," the driver said in a nervous voice as he loaded the last bag into the back. “Gonna be a mess of a day," he said, as he looked up at the sky. "And they said there's a dust storm coming, too. Luckily not as big as the one in Arizona..."

"Thanks very much for your help," Kathy said briskly, as she climbed into the driver's seat. “Can we take you somewhere?”

"Don't worry about me,” the driver replied with a tight smile. “I've got a pick up here in about twenty minutes."

"Thanks again for your help," Kathy said. She turned to Isabel. “You coming or not?”

"I...” Isabel said. She looked down at her phone. No new messages had come in. Were her children safe? Was her husband safe? Fear and doubt wrestled with her sense of duty. Would the FBI throw her in jail for running? Were they after her or...?

“I don't see Billy anywhere," Isabel said, attempting to stall.

“Tick Tock, Isabel. Either you’re with me or you 're staying here. Which is it?” Kathy said from the driver’s seat.

Isabel looked at the driver, who shrugged and smiled as he stepped up on the curb. “Don’t look at me, lady. I just drop off cars.”

People continue to stream out of the store, and more of them carried items that weren't in bags. "I’ve got a bad feeling about this..." Isabel muttered.

The first gunshot sealed the deal. Isabel flinched, and the driver screamed and crouched next to her. People threw themselves to the ground while a few who’d kept their wits continued to run. 

"I don't know about you, but they don't pay me enough to risk my life for a rental car. Good luck!” He turned and ran, swallowed by the crowd of fleeing people.

“Come on!” Kathy cried from the driver’s seat.

Isabel threw herself into the passenger seat with a muttered curse. “This is a bad idea, this is a bad idea, this is a bad idea,” she repeated to herself. 

Kathy laughed. “Of course it’s a bad idea! That’s why it’s going to work!” She shifted the big vehicle into drive, and they made their escape on smoking tires.
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Stagg Homestead

Four miles northwest of Santa Fe, New Mexico

––––––––
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Riley hesitated. Fiona yelled for him to come down again. “I’ll be right there," he replied. He didn't want to simply close the hatch and disappear down into the tunnel. 

Without something to cover the hatch itself, it’d be painfully obvious—even to the goons on the other side of the door—where the defenders had gone. He shined his flashlight around the garage and noticed a roll of duct tape on the workbench behind the truck. Riley scrambled across the open space, snatched the tape, and ran back to the hatch.

"What are you doing? Get down here," Fiona pleaded in a loud whisper.

"Boy, I said no heroics," Milton said, his voice hoarse.

"I'm fine, guys—I'll be right there..." Riley said over his shoulder. He tuned out the shouts and curses from the other side of the door, ignored the continued pounding, and the occasional gunshot. He didn't know how long it would take them to either break down the door or come in through the roof—evidently the only weak spot in the entire garage—but when they eventually got in, he wanted to make it as hard as possible to find them.

Riley stared down at the rubber shop mat that had covered the tunnel entrance. He quickly added loops of duct tape to the underside. Satisfied with his impromptu camouflage, Riley grinned to himself and slipped the role of duct tape over his wrist. He adjusted the captured pistol in his waistband and mounted the stairs, clenching the tiny penlight in his teeth. 

He’d carefully climbed down three or four steps, then reached up and grabbed the handle on the underside of the heavy hatch, and pulled it closed as quietly as he could. The heavy steel door secured itself with a resounding thud, despite his best efforts. Riley glanced up at it from inside the tunnel and found the locking mechanism. He grabbed the red handle and pulled. A spring-loaded bolt shot out from all four corners of the hatch and secured it in place.

“Nice,” he muttered around the light in his mouth.

When Riley reached the bottom of the ladder and stepped off, his grandfather pulled him aside. “What were you doing up there?"

Riley shrugged. "I used some duct tape to attach the shop mat to the other side of the hatch."

The old man looked at him for a second, and a grin spread across his face. "When those idiots finally get into the garage, all they’re going to find is the truck. If nobody thinks to peel up the mat, they’ll never know where we went."

Fiona smiled at him and tucked a lock of dusty blonde hair over one ear. "Okay, that was pretty quick thinking."

A tremendous explosion shook not only the house but the tunnel. Dust and dirt dribbled down on them from above. Fiona screamed, which turned into a coughing fit, and even Milton reached out to steady himself against the tunnel wall.

"What in the world was that?" Riley breathed, afraid to speak any louder.

"That..." Milton said in a whisper, “was those idiots breaching the garage.” He grunted. “I guess I underestimated their tenacity..."

Riley held his breath as another thunderous explosion shook the tunnel and dust sifted down on them. "What do we do now?" he whispered into the pitch blackness.

“Gimme the flashlight,” his grandfather said.

Milton turned on his own flashlight and illuminated the tunnel. Their world expanded into a ball of light around the three of them, their meager stash of supplies on the ground, and the long dark tunnel that stretched off into the distance. 

“See that bulkhead there?" Milton asked as he pointed to a great oval-shaped hatch that looked like it had been ripped off a battleship. “We’re going through that, then you turn around and seal that sucker behind us. As hard as it was to get through that door upstairs, it’ll be even harder for them to get through this."

Riley blinked. "Where the heck did that come from?"

"Well..." Milton said, with a sly grin. "Let's just say I knew a guy in the Navy. When the war ended, he owed me a couple favors..."

Riley helped Fiona through the hatch and deposited her on the other side. Before them stretched a corridor of blackness, demarcated by gauzy cobwebs and ancient wooden timbers spaced every six feet down the length of the hand-carved tunnel as far as the light reached. "How far does this thing go?" Riley whispered.

Milton grunted as he hauled himself through the hatch and leaned against the cool metal. "Oh, ‘bout a hundred yards, give or take. Cut it out by hand, I did...Gladys cursed me for a fool...” He smiled sadly. "I’m glad she's not here to see me proven right."

"I'm sure they're just fine, grandpa," Riley said soothingly.

"I hope you're right." He shook off the sentiment and stepped away from the wall. "Now,” he said, inspecting the bulkhead hatch. “We need to seal this puppy up before they get down here."

"It's kind of dark..." Fiona observed.

"Oh, don't worry about that, child. Look here...” Milton aimed the light further down the tunnel. “You see that—oh, wait, I guess it's on the other side," Milton mumbled absently. He turned and directed his flashlight against the opposite wall of the tunnel. A plain gray electrical box stuck out from the wall with a prominent Y-shaped lever painted red. 

"You two go on down there and throw that switch up, if you would." Milton turned back to the door. "It's connected to a couple solar panels I set up way out back—about a quarter-mile away from the house. I buried a cable to a couple solar panels about ten years ago. We should have all the light we need as soon as you throw that switch.”

Fiona hobbled over, grasped the lever in both hands, and grunted as she tried to throw it up. Eventually, the rusty joint gave way, and with a squeal of protest the switch shot up and connected. A dozen lightbulbs flared to life down the tunnel, throwing just enough light to see a matching gray battleship hatch at the far end. 

Riley turned off his flashlight and whistled. "You dug all this out by hand?"

Milton grinned. “Took a fair piece at a time. Yep, only four people in the world know about this. Me, your grandmother, your father, and your mother. Milton turned to Riley and Fiona. "And now you two." 

"Uh, Grandpa? Are you sure this thing wasn't put in upside down?" Riley asked as he scratched his head and stared at the watertight hatch embedded at the tunnel entrance.

"What makes you say that?" Milton asked with a smile in his voice.

Riley squatted next to the bottom of the hatch. "Well, this says ‘Keep Closed’...and there's a latch here that looks like..." He grabbed the little handle protruding from the bottom of the hatch enclosure and worked it back and forth a few seconds before dust and rust gave way. A semicircular panel slid back, revealing two-inch thick glass at the bottom of the hatch. 

"Looks like there's a little peephole here that's designed for somebody to look through...at the top of the hatch. Only it's at the bottom here." Riley looked up with an expectant grin on his face. "Seems to me that this is a little backward."

Milton grinned. "That it does, that it does. But I have a reason for everything...trust me."

Riley heard angry shouts from the top of the ladder. Ten feet below the surface, the noise of the storm was all but gone, but the sound of several men thumping around in the garage traveled through the dirt.

Fiona took a step closer to Riley and leaned against the wall. "They’re back? Already?"

Milton cocked his head and listened for a moment. "I can't tell what they're saying, but they don't sound all too happy.” He grinned. “I think they figured out we gave ‘em the slip, but they don't know where or how."

“Well, here's hoping—” Riley began, but stopped when footsteps sounded on top of the ladder entrance, quickly replaced by a metallic clang. Riley looked at his grandfather. "I think they found the hatch.”

Clang! Clang! Clang!

Milton nodded. "And right about now, they're trying to figure out a way to break through."

"Should we close this hatch before they get down here?" Fiona asked in a shaky voice as she pointed at the large watertight seal.

"I'll get it," Riley said. He stepped forward gamely and grabbed the edge of the hatch, expecting it to swing on well-oiled hinges, just like the one at the top of the ladder. When the thick metal oval didn't move, Riley grinned at Fiona, cleared his throat, and tried again, putting his weight behind it. Again, the hatch didn't budge. Riley looked at his grandfather, a fresh sheen of sweat on his face. "It's not budging...why isn't it moving?"

Milton frowned. "I'm getting up in age...I ain’t got the inclination to get down here and oil everything like I can up top..." He shuffled over to his grandson and put his feeble weight against the recalcitrant hatch. "On three..."

"Wait a minute, wait a minute," Fiona said, as she hobbled forward. "Let me try, Mr. Stagg."

For once Milton didn't argue, but nodded and stepped out of the way.

"You don't need to do this," Riley said as he wiped his damp hands on his legs. He gripped the hatch and strained. "It's not budging," he groaned. It was hard to talk with the cords in his neck so taut.

Fiona put her back against the hatch, then braced her good leg against the wall. She pushed and growled through clenched teeth. But the effort was just enough for Riley to lean back and add the full force of his weight as he pulled. 

With a mighty squeal of rusted metal, the hinges broke free of their oxidized embrace and the hatch jerked forward a couple inches. Riley lost his grip in surprise and tumbled to the dirt, which kicked up a cloud of dust. The noise from the hatch at the top of the ladder continued, and to Riley's horror, as he lay on the tunnel floor, a crack of light emerged from the top of the ladder. A bright white LED light made him squint.

"It's a ladder! They went down here! Hurry up, put your backs into it..." an all-too-familiar voice—Nico—called out from above. "You hear me, old man? I'm coming for you! I told you this wasn't over yet!"
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Stagg Residence

Valley Village Retirement Community

Santa Fe, New Mexico

––––––––
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Rebecca Stagg fidgeted with a long strand of her hair as she stared out the kitchen window. The dust storm in the distance loomed high into the sky, a yellow brown wall of undulating nothingness.

"Dear, come away from the window and help me with these cookies. We need to transfer the batch that came out of the oven to the cooling rack so I can put the next batch in."

"How many cookies do we need, grandma?" Becca said, as she reluctantly turned away from the impressive sight to the west. It was noticeably closer than it had been when they’d put the first batch in the oven.

"As many as it takes to keep us distracted from that thing out there," Gladys Stagg replied with a steely confidence. "Put those over here—that's it, easy now, they're still soft in the center and might break."

"But don’t you think it's weird that we haven't heard from Grandpa or Riley?" Becca asked as she transferred another warm oatmeal chocolate chip cookie to the wire mesh cooling rack. "He hasn't answered any of my texts. I mean, I guess he never really does, but still..."

Gladys snorted. "Who knows the minds of men and boys?"

Becca smiled, but just the same, craned her neck to see around her grandmother. The TV in the living room had been muted, but the local news still broadcasted images from around Santa Fe. The dust storm was almost upon them, and winds had picked up all across town.

"Don't pay any attention to that idiot box," Gladys muttered as she carefully placed rounded tablespoonfuls of glistening batter on the baking sheet. "They'll show you all kinds of pictures of people scurrying around the Plaza downtown, and then they'll hype up the storm to make it seem like it's a once in a century event..."

Becca pointed her spatula at the screen. "Grandma, look! There’s a report coming in from La Cienega! Isn’t that right near where you used to live?"

"It is," Gladys said slowly as she deliberately cleaned her hands on the washcloth tucked into her apron. Only when her hands were clean, did she look at the television. "Your grandfather and I..." she said, then her voice trailed off.

The images on the TV screen sent a shiver of anxiety through Becca. The reporter faced the camera, his back to the monster dust storm that appeared much larger than what she saw out the kitchen window. 

The towering wall of roiling yellow-brown dust stretched clear across the horizon and up higher than the camera could pan. As Becca watched, the wall grew in size. It was as if nothing existed behind the reporter except the storm. 

She was too far away to read the closed captioning that scrolled across the bottom of the screen. But Becca could tell by how the reporter continually glanced over his shoulder that he was nervous. Every now and then the image shook, and the cameraman panned away to show tumbleweeds skip down the street and bits of newspaper and trash drift through the air on the increasing winds that preceded the storm.

The news program cut to stock footage of Old Town Santa Fe and the Cathedral Basilica of St. Francis of Assisi while Gladys stood stock still. She clutched the dishrag with white knuckles. Becca turned back to the TV. 

Under the tag ‘earlier’ the news crew showed people running to get indoors, close windows and doors on cars and shops, and the streets of Santa Fe emptied right before their eyes.

"I know that place!" Becca said, as she took a step closer to the screen. "That's the Aztec Chocolate place mom and dad always stop at when we come to visit! They have the best hot chocolate...”

Gladys closed her eyes and took a long, calming breath. "Your grandfather and brother are fine. Any minute now, they're going to show up at that door." 

Someone knocked on the front door, and Gladys froze.

Becca squeaked in surprise. “You're right! They're back!" She'd never been so happy to see her brother before. It wasn't like she really missed him or anything, but it was hard not to worry about the knucklehead facing down the storm with their grandfather. Becca ran to the door—ignoring her grandmother's warning to watch out for the boxes—threw back the deadbolt, and pulled the door open.

A gust of dust-laden wind slammed into her as the pressure inside the house equalized, and she blinked in the twilight. "You're not Riley."

"No, I'm not," the elderly woman with a broad smile on her face said from the doorway. She raised up a covered dish in her hands and presented it to Becca. "I’m Caitlyn Wright, your new neighbor."

The old man next to her harrumphed and put on a smile that looked more like a grimace. "And this curmudgeon is my husband, Rondell," she said, almost reluctantly. 

Becca saw right through the sarcasm. The twinkle that lit up Caitlyn’s eye when she looked at her husband revealed the depth of her affection. Becca smiled on instinct and took the warm casserole dish from the older woman's hands. 

"I'm sorry I don't live here," she said, “but this smells delish.”

"Oh?" Caitlyn asked, the beginnings of a disapproving frown on her face.

"It's my house,” Gladys said as she stepped up behind Becca and placed her hands on the girl’s shoulders. “This is my granddaughter, Rebecca. I'm Gladys Stagg—it's a pleasure to meet you, Caitlyn," she said as she shook her neighbor’s hand, then turned to her husband. "Rondell, it’s nice to meet you, too."

"A pleasure," the old man said as he quickly doffed the Army Veteran hat from his bald head and smiled.

"Oh," Gladys said as she waved at the semitransparent dust that hung in the air. "Come in, won't you? Let's get you out of that awful dust."

Once the newcomers had been ushered inside and everyone settled at the kitchen table, Becca provided the group with freshly brewed sun tea and a plate of the cookies Gladys had just pulled out of the oven.

"My, isn't this nice!" Caitlyn exclaimed. "But I believe it's supposed to go the other way around—we're supposed to bring you food," she said with a laugh.

“And we did,” her husband said as he bit into one of the cookies. He groaned.. "Don't listen to her,” he said to Gladys. “As long as you can make more cookies like this, you're going to have a hard time getting rid of us!"

Gladys smiled and flushed over the praise, but shooed it away just the same. "Oh, goodness—this isn't anything special, just an old family recipe for simple cookies.”

“So you're here helping your grandmother unpack?" Caitlyn asked Becca. “That is just darling. It’s so nice to see youngsters helping their family.”

"Yep,” Becca confirmed. “my brother is too—but he's with grandpa at the old house. Although I guess they're on their way back...I don't know, actually," Becca said as her eyes were drawn again to the window.

Caitlyn glanced from Becca to Gladys and nodded. "It's definitely worrying—I can't say that I've ever seen a storm like this..."

"Not since I was knee-high to a grasshopper," Rondell added. "Been a long time. This one's going to be bad, I think."

"Hush now,” Caitlyn snapped. “You're going to scare Rebecca.”

"Ah, don't worry about that," Becca replied with a shaky smile. "I'm already there." She pointed at the television. "Have you seen the reports on TV?"

Caitlyn scoffed. "I try not to watch it as much as possible, but Rondell here is addicted."

"Well, I wouldn't say that I'm addicted to the news,” Rondell admitted, “but I do love staying on top of things. I keep my ham radio running all year-round."

"You’re a ham operator?" Becca asked with a smile.

"I am,” Rondell said with a surprised look between Gladys and his wife. “You know what that means? Most kids your age think it’s a sandwich."

Becca laughed. "Sure I know what it is—my dad's a licensed operator. He has to be—he works for the National Weather Service.”

Gladys nodded. “That’s right, my Derek goes out to remote locations to fix equipment.”

“Sometimes ham radio’s the only way he can get in contact with anybody," Becca added.

The old man nodded in approval. "Smart man, your father."

A strong gust of wind buffeted the house, and Gladys unconsciously put a hand at the base of her throat. "I know it's just a dust storm, but I still worry about Milton. He's a stubborn old goat."

"Aren't they all?" Caitlyn asked with a sympathetic sigh.

"I'm sitting right here," Rondell complained.

Caitlyn turned and smiled at him. "Well, of course you are, dear."

Rondell rolled his eyes and reached for another cookie. "The storm doesn't bother me so much as what people do when something like this happens."

"What do you mean?" Becca asked with the innocence of youth.

"Well," Caitlyn said, reluctant to tell the story, but obviously reveling in the limelight of everyone's attention. “There was something of a...a riot in Albuquerque.”

"Oh, for heaven’s sake," Rondell grumbled. "She's talking about the gang war in Albuquerque."

"Goodness!" Gladys blurted. "Gang war?"

Caitlyn nodded, then glared at her husband. "Evidently, they decided to use one of the smaller dust storms as cover to start a fight with one another. The police are hard-pressed to assist stranded motorists and deal with all the other problems the storm is creating,” she said with a wave of her hand, “and these thugs are having a free-for-all. At least that’s what was on the TV before we came over," she finished, adjusting her hair as if she needed to cleanse her spirit.

"Ham networks all been pretty much shut down,” Rondell added. “There's too much static electricity in the air, so other than what's on TV—and what you might hear over a normal radio—that's about it." He frowned as he chewed on a cookie. "There was something that popped up just before we left...I couldn't convince Caitlyn to wait a minute for me to get any details...”

“About what?” asked Becca.

Rondell glanced at his wife before continuing. “Something about an explosion down near Tucson. You hear anything about it?"

"Yeah, it was just on the TV!" Becca said, as she pointed. "Look!" The adults turned and peered into the living room. The muted TV still played the local newsfeed, but the yellow dust storm at the edge of Santa Fe was replaced with a red version which shrouded a massive fire. The text at the bottom of the screen said Tucson, Arizona, and live.

"My word," Gladys gasped. "What happened?"

"I don't know,” Rondell said as he squinted at the TV. “But whatever it is, it's big. That helicopter’s a couple miles out—they have to stay clear of the dust. Fouls those engines like crazy."

"Well, it's not like anyone hasn’t been through dust storms before out here," Gladys said reasonably. "I mean, I wouldn't think it's even as bad as hurricanes back east..."

"You'd think," Caitlyn agreed, "but people do strange things. Why just yesterday I was—"

Lightning flashed in the dust storm. Becca dropped her spatula, and the metal utensil clanged off the tile floor, which caused Gladys to flinch.

Everyone at the table remained quiet. The only sound they heard was the whistling of the wind and sand as it scrabbled across the windowpanes. Becca glanced out the kitchen window. The cloud seemed much closer than it had just moments ago. It looked like it was right on the other side of the wall.

“Did anyone else see the lightning?” asked Becca.

"I swear that thing is picking up speed out there..." Gladys murmured.

Caitlyn glanced at her husband, who nodded. They rose from the table. "I'm sorry to have to cut this short, but it looks like we’re going to have to get back to our house if we want to avoid taking a sand bath," she said with a weak smile. 

Gladys rose as well. “It was lovely to meet you both, truly. Thank you so much for the—“

“Spiced apple crumble,” Caitlyn said with a smile. “My mother’s recipe.”

“Oh, it sounds divine,” Gladys said as she shepherded her guests to the door.

Becca remained fixed in the kitchen and stared out the window as her grandmother saw the Wrights out.

“Rebecca, what is it, dear?” Gladys said when she returned to the kitchen.

“Grandma, I just saw blue lightning in that cloud,” Becca replied, still transfixed by the living wall of dust. “That’s not good, is it?”

Gladys frowned, but moved to hug her granddaughter. “No, it’s not, child. No it’s not.”
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Stagg Homestead

Four miles northwest of Santa Fe
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"Riley! Get up!" Fiona hissed. 

Riley scrambled to his feet. "Okay, on three..."

"I hear you down there!" Nico screamed, his voice dripping with rage. "When I get down there, we’re going to pull you apart and sacrifice you to the horned god!" Several voices clambered at once, and the upper hatch gave way to the tortured sound of metal forced past its breaking point.

“Push!" Riley groaned through clenched teeth as he and Fiona tried to shut the hatch. With an equally loud squeal of protest, the hatch finally swung shut, and Riley barely managed to leap free before he lost an arm. The battleship bulkhead hatch slammed shut with a resounding crash that echoed down the length of the tunnel and made Fiona clamp her hands over her ears.

Milton stepped forward and shoved Riley out of the way, put his hands on the circular wheel lock, and tried to turn. It didn't budge, so Riley added his weight to it. Fiona came forward and added her weight to the effort. 

It took all three of them to turn the wheel, but eventually the rust flicked off the winch, and the locking mechanism turned enough to clap into place. Two long bars from the top and bottom of the hatch slammed into receptacles built into the housing.

Milton staggered back against the wall and wiped a bloodied rag across his forehead. "Well, that was considerably harder than the last time I did that..."

"Mr. Stagg!” Fiona gasped. “Your side!" She hobbled across the aisle and grabbed the first aid kit, then instructed him in no uncertain terms to sit down. For once, Milton did as he was told, and the old man lowered himself to the ground. He closed his eyes as he leaned back against the curved tunnel wall.

Riley put his ear to the convex hatch and listened. "I can hear them coming down the ladder...there must be four or five of them at least..." he said in a whisper. "Grandpa, we gotta get out of here!"

"And go where?" The old man asked. "We go down to the end of this tunnel, there's another hatch just like this one. It took all I got just to close this hatch—don't think I can even make it that far.” He paused for a moment to catch his breath while Fiona worked on his side. He grimaced, then continued. “And once we do get to the second bulkhead, where are we going to go? I didn't build some fancy doomsday cult bunker down here—it's just another ladder up to the surface. We’ll pop up away from the house, sure, but we’ll be trapped in the storm." He winced as Fiona applied the last of the saline solution to his side and began to clean his wound.

"We can't just sit here...” Riley countered. “They busted through that door up in the garage, and they managed to tear their way through a freaking steel plate at the top of the ladder! I wouldn’t be surprised if these jokers have a blow torch..."

Milton snorted, then winced. "Well, that's about what it’ll take to get through. That there came off a battleship, boy,” Milton said with a nod of his head. “Ain't no two-bit thugs gonna be able to force that thing open."

"Yeah, but you said the garage door—"

Milton waved his hand. "Everything up in that house was as good as I could make it. That there," he said as he thumped his cane against the thick steel door, “has survived World War II and then some. These Druids," he said as he spat derision, “ain’t got a snowball’s chance."

Riley shook his head in disbelief. "They’ve been able to get through everything we've thrown at them so far. I just wish I knew how many there were..." he groused as he dropped down to all fours and slowly pulled back the peephole cover. "This would've been a lot easier if you'd mounted this the right way," he grumbled.

Milton scoffed at the criticism. "But they would've seen you looking at ‘em, wouldn't they? This way,” he said as he jabbed his cane at the hatch, “ain’t nobody knows what you're doing but you."

Riley peered through the thick, reinforced glass. "That's actually kind of genius..." he muttered. 

“So how many are there?” demanded Fiona.

Riley cleared his throat and looked. "I can see...five...six—no seven sets of legs. There might be more, but that's how many are right on the other side of the hatch. They have no idea what’s going on...they're milling around...I don't think they know how to get through this."

Riley grinned as he peered up at an awkward angle from the floor. The men on the other side attempted to turn the locking wheel with no success.

“Grandpa... can't you open this thing from both sides?" Riley asked slowly.

"You could,” Milton mused, “if I hadn't cut the shaft and disengaged the wheel on the other side." He grinned. "Make no mistake about it, this hatch was a break in case of emergency fallback plan. Nobody but me and Gladys were ever planning on using it, and if one of us had to get down here, we weren’t coming back through. This wasn’t meant to be some spare bedroom—if we had to come down here, then it was like as not a matter of life or death.”

Riley glanced at his grandfather, then turned back to the men on the other side of the door. "You said you were prepared, but man..." 

"I mean what I say and I say what I mean," Milton replied with a grin. He glanced down at his side. "You about done here?" he demanded of Fiona.

"Almost," Fiona muttered as she adhered one final piece of tape to cover the 4 x 4 gauze pad strapped to the old man's side. "There. I'm no nurse, but I don’t think you’ll bleed to death, either."

"That'll do,” Milton said, as he lowered his bloodied shirt over the wound. "Now...I suggest we all get a bite to eat and a little water, then relax for a minute. Those jokers ain’t coming through that anytime soon," he added with a nod toward the hatch.

Someone pounded on the other side of the door, but it sounded laughably distant. A dull clank echoed through the thick metal and Riley laughed. "They have no idea what to do...now they're just hitting it with...well I can’t see, but it sounds like a crowbar or something.” 

The three defenders shared a laugh as they shared a snack and passed the bottle of water around while the hitmen on the other side of the door wore themselves out with a crowbar, a hammer, and other instruments of destruction. It took a full ten minutes before the Druids themselves gave up and took a break.

"Looks like they're all sittin’ down over there by the ladder...” Riley reported. “I can see...yup, there's seven of them. Hang on..." Riley added as he pressed his face closer to the glass. "Somebody else is coming down the ladder...that makes eight.” He whistled.

“That’s a lot of muscle and guns,” Fiona observed in a weak voice.

Riley squinted through the thick, dirty glass. “Wait a minute—I recognize that trench coat...that's Nico," he said, spitting the name.

It only took the short mafioso a few seconds to discover the peephole at the bottom of the hatch. He pushed his way through the resting, sweaty enforcers, and knelt next to the hatch. His bald head blocked the light behind him and turned the peephole into a black pit. 

"I know you're in there watching me!" Nico yelled, his voice barely audible through the thick metal and glass of the watertight hatch.

"There's no point even talking back, is there?" Riley asked his grandfather without taking his eyes off of Nico. 

The old man snorted. "Nope. He must be about to bust a blood vessel to yell loud enough for us to hear...save your voice, boy." Milton shook his head. "Ain't nothing they could say that would make me open that hatch, anyway. We'll just wait ‘em out."

"I know who you are, Milton Stagg," Nico hollered through the hatch, barely audible.

"What’d he say?" Milton asked, as he leaned forward.

Next to him, Fiona closed her eyes and pressed the cool bottle of water to her forehead. "I don't care what he says...as long as he goes away and leaves us alone..."

"I don't think he's doing that..." Riley warned, dread filling his soul. "He says he knows who you are, grandpa. He's got your name."

Milton shrugged. "So? He’s got my house, too. He can go pound sand for all I care."

"I told you this wasn't over!" Nico yelled again.

"He’s talking to the other guys now," Riley said as he started a running description of what he saw. "They're all climbing back up the ladder." He turned and looked at Milton and Fiona. "They're leaving...guys, they're leaving!"

"Well, we didn't have to wait that long, after all," Fiona said with a smile.

Beside her, Milton frowned. "Did baldy say anything else?" the old man asked, unwilling to share in the exuberance of his two younger companions.

Riley turned back. "He’s still got his face pressed against the glass. All I see is his eyeball."

"Gross..." Fiona said with a giggle.

"I know who you are, Stagg...and I know where you live."

"What's that?" Milton asked.

Riley looked at his grandfather. "He says he knows where you live.”

“That doesn’t make any sense,” Fiona observed. “Of course he knows where you live—this is your house!"

Milton's face went pale. "This is my old house..."

"Yeah, that's right..." Nico crowed, unable to see them but ready to gloat just the same. "I think we’ll go pay a visit to dear Gladys...it is Gladys, right? It's amazing what you can find with a quick search of the Internet," he added as he pulled a glowing cell phone from his pocket and waved it in front of the glass. 

Riley could barely see the screen, but when the tattooed man held it steady for a second, he clearly made out the name Gladys Stagg, with an address in the Valley Village Retirement Center.

Riley slapped the hatch.. "Grandpa! He knows where your new house is! He's got Grandma's name and address and everything..."

Milton sighed and all the air left him. "I was afraid this was going to happen."

"What?” Riley demanded. “That a bunch of crazy people would want to tear apart your house and go after grandma?"

Milton shook his head sadly. "No...that I’d have to hunt down each and every one of these idiots and put them six feet in the ground.” Milton looked off into the distance and spoke with a voice that belonged more than half a decade in the past. “I thought my killing days were long past me..."

A sudden chill swept over Riley. He turned and looked back through the peephole, ready to shout insults at Nico—whether the little man could hear him or not. He blinked. The chamber on the other side of the hatch was empty. "They're gone..."

"But we know where they're going," Fiona said. 

Milton got to his feet, to the sound of popping joints. "Come on, you two—time to move."

"What do you mean? Where are we going?" Fiona asked, as she struggled to her feet. “We’re trapped down here...and they’re up there in the garage now. And they have my mom!”

"Those jokers aren't messing around. They’re threatening to go after my Gladys, child,” He clenched his teeth and give a short jerk of his head. "And that will not happen—not on my watch." The old man turned and shuffled down the hallway toward the far end and the second hatch.

“But my mom—”

“Volunteered to go with them, and as far as we know she’s safe. A dead person can’t pay back debts. My wife and granddaughter don’t owe them fools any money.”

"Grandpa, where are you going? The truck’s right up there," Riley said as he pointed at the ceiling. "Those guys are gone—"

"Oldest trick in the book, boy," Milton said over his shoulder. "They’re gonna go after your grandmother and sister, you can take that to the bank. But they’re also going to spend a few minutes up there in the garage waiting to see if they flush us out.”

Fiona cursed. “We really are trapped...”

Milton ignored her. “Think about it, boy. Why bother to drive all the way to Santa Fe if it only takes a couple minutes of waiting for us to stick our heads up like prairie dogs and pick us off. Nope, I’m going to the end of this tunnel," he said as he huffed and hobbled down the corridor. "Even if I have to pop up a hundred yards away from the house in a raging monster of a dust storm."

"Well that doesn't sound like a good idea," Fiona said, but she limped off after the old man.

Riley scooped up their gear, dumped it into their medical pack, and slung it over his back before he grabbed the M1 and followed. "So we’ll have to fight our way through the storm back to the house..."

"That's right,” Milton replied over his shoulder. “And then we’re going to go get your grandmother. Now come on—I ain’t got all day."
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Chapel of the Holy Cross

Sedona, Arizona

––––––––
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Derek gratefully accepted a cup of coffee from the priest and nodded his thanks. "Thank you, father."

"It's the least I can do. In fact," the older man said as he rubbed a hand through his gray hair. "I suppose it's the only thing I can do..."

"You're providing shelter for all these people—that's about all anyone needs at the moment," Derek said over the mug. He took a sip and closed his eyes. "I can't tell you how good this tastes, after nothing but sand in my mouth for the past couple hours."

"You three have had quite the harrowing adventure," the priest admitted. "I must say, things are really looking bad out there. What you went through to get here is much worse than what we witnessed here.” He looked around at the huddled refugees in the chapel. 

“When the storm started, we had a senior tour group that was just leaving. They ran down to the parking lot and boarded their bus, but we never saw them leave. The rest of these people," Father Brian said quietly as he gestured at the family groups scattered through the quiet chapel, "were all either inside or on the chapel grounds. There were more..."

"You said that some people left?" Derek prodded.

The priest nodded sadly. "I did my best to convince them it was safer to stay here—where we at least have shelter—until the storm expended its wrath..." He made the Sign of the Cross in the air. "They disappeared into the storm and we haven't seen anyone come back. As I said, you three were the first people we've seen since the storm started."

Father Brian escorted Derek over to the massive window embedded with a giant cross that looked out over the valley. On a good day, Derek knew he’d be able to see miles beyond Sedona. He frowned. As they watched the storm rage through the valley, a bright flash of light flared into existence and died like a firefly. Before Derek could say anything, another flare emerged through the gloom like a dying star off to their right, then likewise vanished.

"I wonder what that is?” the priest asked.

Derek shook his head. "Transformers. I'm betting the sand is getting into everything now...if the storm doesn't let up, I don't know how long anyone's going to have electricity..." The soft lights in the chapel ceiling flickered.

"There is one more thing I can do," the priest said as he placed a gentle hand on Derek's shoulder and took his leave.

"What's that?" he asked with a raised eyebrow.

The priest smiled confidently. "I can pray." He clasped his hands together and shuffled on to the next group of people and quietly inquired about their comfort.

Derek turned back to the window and watched the storm expend its fury on Sedona. Two more transformers exploded in the distance—sparks flew from the closer one out into the storm and disappeared almost as fast as Derek spotted them.

"You look...awful," Lisa said as she limped up next to him, her hands wrapped around her own cup of coffee.

Derek grunted. “The Neosporin on your face looks good, too. How's your ankle?" Derek asked.

“It’s wrapped so tight I don’t know if I can feel my toes, but I can put weight on it. One of the people here is a volleyball coach and says I sprained it pretty bad.” She made a face. “Probably would have been better had I broken it, were her exact words. Honestly my legs hurt worse...”

Derek took a sip of his coffee. “Well, that’s good news, I guess.” He glanced at Lisa while she watched the storm. “How’s Luke?”

"He's helping some volunteers tend to the wounded. There was a family—the last group that came in before us—a couple kids got pretty banged up out there.”

Derek nodded. He took another drink of the strong, bitter coffee and smiled. "That's good—if anything, it'll keep him busy."

"This is like nothing I've ever seen before," Lisa breathed as she watched the storm.

Derek grunted. "I think the last time anybody saw something like this was in the 1930s."

Isabel would know. 

He pulled his phone out of his pocket and frowned at the sandy screen, pitted and scratched from their travels through the storm. "My phone won't even turn on now..." he complained. "You know if anybody in here has a working cell phone?"

Lisa shook her head. "I already checked before I came over here. The cell towers went down around here a while ago, they say. We’re totally cut off."

Derek and Lisa stood in silence and watched the storm while the refugee families huddled together. The chapel, with its tall ceilings and open spaces, muffled sounds—including the fury of the storm outside. 

In the midst of the maelstrom, the Chapel of the Holy Cross became a sanctuary. Derek found the relative silence almost as disturbing as the constant roar of the wind outside. 

Though his skin still burned from the abuse it'd taken by the grit in the air, Derek longed to get going, to escape Sedona, punch his way through the storm and get back to Santa Fe. His children waited for him, probably worried half to death, and he knew Isabel would be a nervous wreck until she knew he was safe. 

He couldn't stay put. He had to go.

Sighing in exasperation, Derek turned from the window. 

"Where are you going?" Lisa asked quietly so as not to disturb the relative peace of the sanctuary.

Derek stopped and didn’t look at her. "I can't stay here."

"Derek, you can't go out there,” she argued. “You can't."

He turned to face her. "I can't stay here and do nothing. Lisa,” he said as he stepped close and lowered his voice. “My family’s out there," he said and pointed east. “I have to go to Santa Fe—I've got to get out of here."

"I..." Lisa began, then closed her mouth.

"Isn't this the point you’re supposed to tell me that they’ll be fine,” Derek snarled, “that there's nothing to worry about—that the storm is just in Arizona?"

Lisa turned back to the window and hunched her shoulders.

Derek swallowed, his mouth suddenly dry. "You are gonna say that... right?"

Lisa looked at him. "Derek...I don't know. This storm system is unique in the meteorological history of the United States—we've never had a tropical system merge with cold fronts like this, not in this region...certainly not with the ground conditions as they are. It's a perfect storm—a perfect combination of events that no one could have predicted. Even the computer models never picked it up."

Derek frowned at her. Isabel knew it was possible. "I see by the look on your face that there's a' but' coming..."

Lisa nodded slowly. "But...I also think that this storm will spawn smaller storms on its periphery, kind of like how hurricanes always create lots of little tornadoes." She shrugged. "I have no idea for sure if that's what's going on, but before that boulder destroyed the weather station..." she said and her eyes took on a far-off look. She blinked, then wiped at her face. "Sorry...Bruce is...I’m trying not to think about Bruce..."

Derek moved next to her and offered her comfort by his presence. "It's okay...this is gonna be rough on a lot of people."

Lisa sniffed. "It's fine. I'm fine. What I was trying to say," she said as she looked at Derek, "was that I think that there’s the potential for other storms to spread into the Southwest. This could be a one-off event, or it could be the beginning of a long cycle event."

"Hold up," Derek said. "you're saying that this thing can start training dust storms...like a series of thunderstorms?"

She nodded. "The conditions are right. I think—we just don't know how this kind of wind pattern is going to play out." She looked out the window again. "It's insane...it's defied all the models, but there it is. I wouldn't be surprised at all to see several more storms calve off this one and spread east and northeast with the prevailing winds.” She looked at Derek with sympathy in her eyes. “That means New Mexico, Colorado, and the Oklahoma Panhandle—the original Dust Bowl—are all in the crosshairs. If I'm right."

Derek remained silent for a moment and watched as another transformer died in the distance in a flash of blinding light. "Will it be as bad as this?" he asked in a tight voice. His thoughts drifted to his children in Santa Fe, perhaps huddled with his parents in an unfamiliar town, in an unfamiliar house. He should be with them. As their father, he was obliged to be with them. Yet he was stuck in a chapel in Arizona with strangers.

"I don't know," breathed Lisa.

Derek turned and walked away from the window. The urge to do something, to act...it resonated with every fiber of his being and he was worried if he didn't move, he might end up breaking the coffee mug in his hands.

Lisa frowned. "Where are you going?"

"If I can't go out into the storm, then I need to look for supplies for when I can leave." He opened his mouth to say something else, then froze. Derek cocked his head and listened. "I hear a radio—somebody’s got a radio," he said to Lisa, his eyes wide.

"There may be something of use in the gift shop downstairs..." offered Father Brian as he moved on to another cluster of refugees. "You're more than welcome to look through our meager supplies. Perhaps you can find something that will be useful for all of us. A couple of the other men already went down there...”

Derek took the steps to the lower floor two at a time and raced down around the curving staircase to the chapel’s gift shop. The lights flickered again and a chorus of gasps emerged from the refugees upstairs as Derek burst into the little shop.

"Hey," a man with a dusty mustache said by the checkout counter. "Look what we found," he added as he raised an old radio.

"The batteries were dead," a second man, older and with a full beard, said from behind the counter. "But we found some batteries over here and plugged them in—works great!"

“Can you pick up anything?" Derek asked.

"Just static down here...we were getting ready to take it upstairs."

"I was down here looking for any kind of emergency supplies. We’re going to need more first aid supplies, that's for sure," the second man added.

"I can take the radio up to Father Brian if you want," Derek offered.

"Be my guest," the man with the radio replied as he handed it over. "I'm going to look for some food—my kids are starving."

“I hope you find something," Derek said, as he turned to leave. "I'll let you guys know if we hear anything."

He raced back up the stairs to find Lisa at the top waiting for him.  “Check it out," he said as he showed her the old radio. "Let's see if we can pick up anything.” 

They moved toward the window and extended the little collapsible whip antenna. Derek held the radio while Lisa adjusted the antenna and he turned the dial. Working together, it only took a moment for them to pick up the local AM radio station. 

"Thank goodness somebody's broadcasting," Lisa whispered.

"You found something?" Father Brian asked as he picked his way through the refugees, his face hopeful.

"Maybe," Derek said, as he turned the volume up to a reasonable level.

"...storm of unprecedented strength and size. Authorities urge everyone in our listening area to shelter in place until further notice. As power fluctuations continue to affect the Sedona area, the mayor and city leaders are urging residents to collect potable water in any and all containers possible—in case you lose electricity."

"Are they saying anything about the—" the priest began

"Sssh," Derek and Lisa said at the same time.

"...National Weather Service has issued a severe dust storm warning for the entire Sedona and Flagstaff area. Several fatalities have been reported with the storm system near the Grand Canyon, so please take this advisory seriously, folks. We’ve been getting reports of localized power outages on the outskirts of Sedona, and if you ask me, I think things are going to get worse before they get better..."

A second voice entered the conversation. "And we don't have the problems that Albuquerque is facing," the woman said.

"Can you believe that?” the first voice replied. “We’re smack in the middle of this historic dust storm, people are scrambling to find water and prepare for power loss, and the gangs of Albuquerque decide to have open warfare."

"Gotta admit, it is pretty good timing for them," the woman said. "It's not like the cops are going to be out there hunting down these guys—they have way too many other things to worry about!"

"And the worst of this system hasn't even touched Albuquerque yet,” her co-host replied. “Can you imagine what would happen over there if—"

The power winked out, and the chapel was plunged into darkness. Unlike before, the lights did not immediately turn back on. Someone gasped, and a child cried.

Derek looked up, and the few remaining lights in Sedona had gone out. He held his breath for a long moment and listened to the wind whistle and howl around the chapel. But no more transformers flared. He looked at Lisa. "I think that's it..."

The static on the radio crackled and popped, but the voices returned. "...folks! If anybody’s still out there, if you're still listening, we just lost power at the station. We do have emergency generators here—"

"Okay, I’ll admit,” his co-host interjected. “That was kind of scary!”

"You're telling me,” he groused. “I spilled my coffee.”

The woman laughed. "But seriously—we all kind of expected that this was going to happen, what with all the power fluctuations we've had in the last hour or so—it's just always a bit of a surprise when it suddenly goes out like that."

"So things definitely look—hang on," the woman said.

"Our producer, Max, is giving Delilah some updates,” the male voice announced. “Just bear with us for a second while we figure out what's going on."

"Are you serious?" Delilah said.

"What is it?" The male anchor asked.

"Okay, so Max just informed me that there’s been a massive explosion reported down in Tucson...and another in Phoenix. Details are still sketchy, but it has something to do with the APL facility on the northwest side of town.”

“There was an explosion at Arizona Power and Light?”

Delilah continued: “Max said, yes. He says the AP is reporting fires in the desert and a major explosion in downtown Phoenix..." Delilah added.

"What, are we under attack or something?" the male voice asked, half joking.

“I don't—" Delilah began, but the transmission was interrupted with a heavy dose of static. The channel whistled and popped and crackled as Derek cursed under his breath and attempted to adjust the dial.

"...attack..."

"There it is," Lisa said quickly, trying to adjust the antenna.

"...pipeline...fires..."

The static overpowered what few words they were able to pick up, and after another minute or so of fiddling with the radio, Derek sighed. "I guess that's it..."

"What does it mean, though?" Father Brian asked.

"It means,” Derek said with a sigh, “that whatever took out the power will probably affect southeastern Arizona. I don't know what explosions they were talking about, but I didn't like the way she said there are fires in the desert."

"That doesn't even make any sense," the priest argued.

"There's a big oil pipeline that runs between Tucson and Phoenix..." Derek said quietly. "An explosion at the APL power plant in Tucson, fires in the desert, and a massive explosion in downtown Phoenix? I think they’re connected.”

"The pipeline?" Lisa asked, her face pale and eyes wide.

Derek looked out at the storm as it continued to pummel Sedona. "I think this thing just got a whole lot meaner than anyone could have guessed."

"What are we going to do?" Lisa whispered.

Derek stared into the storm, and saw his wife and children, his parents, everyone he cared about in the world, waiting for him. Alone in the storm.

Derek set his jaw. “Whether I have to cut a path through this storm or not, I’m going home.”
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Boise City, Oklahoma

––––––––
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Isabel jerked in the front seat when Kathy swerved around a car. "Easy there, leadfoot!” She settled herself and tried to tap out another text message to Derek on her phone.

"Sorry," Kathy said through clenched teeth as she weaved through cars in the parking lot and around pedestrians. "Not sorry—I've never seen anything like this before. Do they know something we don't?"

"Other than a growing sense of panic, I doubt it," Isabel replied without looking up from her phone. "Great.” She sighed. “Cell service is down."

"Of course it is," Kathy grumbled, as they got to the edge of the parking lot. A line of cars waited to merge onto the access road and the car at the front of the line waited to go against traffic. "Oh, screw this," Kathy muttered. "We’re on official government business." 

She turned on the emergency blinkers, pulled the Expedition up over the curb and right across the median, ignoring the honking horns of cars still stuck in line. "Sorry, sorry!" Kathy called out the window as people yelled and offered rude gestures.

Kathy hopped another curb and the SUV’s tires chirped as they found traction on the asphalt. She swung a hard right and slewed through the gravel shoulder onto the road, leaving a cloud of dust behind them.

Isabel laughed as she looked out the passenger window. "There's like four cars following us!"

Kathy checked the rear mirror and snorted. "Well, I hope that doesn't cause an accident back there, but we didn’t have a choice—we've got to get moving."

"Without service, I can’t access any maps on my phone," Isabel warned.

"I thought of that,” Kathy said with a grin. “I had the geeks at the Division update these phones with every Google map from here to Arizona."

"You are kidding me," Isabel breathed in disbelief. She opened the maps app on her phone. "So that’s what you were talking about back at the farmhouse. Hey, there it is,” Isabel said as she looked at the screen. “That's amazing, we’re good to go!"

"Is GPS working?" Kathy asked.

“Uh...looks like it,” Isabel reported. “It’s really jumping around the map trying to pinpoint us. The dust in the air isn’t helping either...that's okay, I've got the map—we just need to figure out where we are."

"We just passed Highway 385, heading north on...412. See if you can direct me to a way south. This is the wrong direction, but I don’t see any other options at the moment."

Isabel scanned the little map on her phone for a moment. "Oh! Here it is. Okay, I know where we’re at.” She looked up and squinted at the road through the windshield. “This splits in a little ways into 64 and 56. You should be able to turn around there and get back on 412 South. We’ll have to go back through Boise City, but at least we’ll be going in the right direction.”

"Perfect,” Kathy said. “I see a sign up ahead—there's a gas station. I say we go get some gas and snacks, then jump back on the road and get out of here."

Isabel took a look out the windshield. "Doesn't appear to be all that much traffic...that’s good—we can take 412 straight into New Mexico."

"I'm just hoping the power outage didn't hit all the way out here," Kathy said. "Otherwise, we might not be able to get much gas."

"You really think it's going to be that bad?" Isabel asked, fighting a surge of panic.

Kathy took her eyes off the road to look at Isabel for a moment. "I do. I really do—I wish it wasn't," she said quietly. "The problem is, I didn't expect—and I don't think anyone else did—the power to go out this far away from Tucson. If that’s what caused the power to go out back at Bass Pro, then we’re in a world of hurt.”

Isabel remained quiet and thought of her children. If the power could be affected all the way up in Oklahoma...surely New Mexico, just a few hundred miles from the epicenter, would be knocked offline as well?

“It won't stop here,” Kathy continued, “systems will continue to overload...it might go all the way across the country.” She shook her head in frustration. “Without a comms link into the ops center, I have no idea what we’re dealing with." She smacked a fist against the steering wheel. "Everything's moving so fast and yet we’re moving so slow!"

Isabel tried the radio, but other than a handful of local stations that reported Boise City had lost power, and officials were scrambling to get a handle on the situation, no one offered any updates on the situation in Arizona and New Mexico. 

“...plane crash just outside of town is rumored to have no survivors...” the reporter on the news radio station announced.

“Turn it up!” Kathy ordered.

Static cut the transmission, and Isabel groaned. “I can’t get it back...did he really say there weren’t any survivors?”

“He did,” Kathy replied quietly.

“You think the NTSB is going to be upset with us?” asked Isabel as she watched the dry crops roll by her window.

“Oh, I imagine there’s going to be several alphabet soup agencies upset with us for skipping town...but we can worry about that later.” Kathy shrugged. “At least they haven't activated the emergency alert system."

"That's a good thing, right?" Isabel asked. "It means things aren't all doom and gloom yet."

"That's a big yet," Kathy said as she pulled into the gas station. Every pump was full, but Isabel didn’t see any lines as she’d feared. 

"Thank goodness everybody’s still at the gas pumps,” Kathy said. “I'm taking that to mean these guys have power and gas. I'll pull up and get us a spot here," she said as she slowed the big SUV to a stop. "Can you run inside and get some gas cans? Use the payment app on the phone. It's preloaded with the Arizona DEM payment card."

“Uh, don’t I need some kind of ID or something?” Isabel asked as she looked at the crowded little convenience mart.

"You won't need any signatures or anything like that."

“Okay,” Isabel said. “I'll see if I can find us some snacks for the road, too. I don't know about you, but I'm starving all of a sudden."

“Oh, my gosh—yes!" Kathy said. "Anything full of sugar and unhealthy stuff for me! And whatever energy drinks or sodas you can find. And maybe some water, too."

Isabel stared at Kathy for a moment. “Eat like that a lot?”

Kathy grinned. “Well...”

Isabel eyed her friend’s figure. “I hate you.”

“Haters gonna hate,” Kathy quipped with a smile as she exited the driver’s door.

Isabel coughed as she stepped outside the vehicle and glanced up at the sky. The dust storm she’d spotted back at the farm was no longer just a hazy darkening of the sky. A wall of brown dust rose up to the west, so she knew without a doubt that the farm had already been swallowed. Isabel frowned. It would only be a matter of minutes before the storm arrived in Boise City. She coughed again and blinked as dust sifted through the air all around her.

“Think I’ll get us some masks, too...”

From what Isabel saw as she walked toward the mart, only a few people at the pumps noticed dust in the air. They either rubbed their faces or coughed to the side. The others simply stared at phones while they attempted to fill their vehicles or looked around nervously, as if they expected someone to attack them at any second. 

Every one of them—except one guy in an old red truck—had families in their cars. The man at the pump opposite Kathy appeared to have every possession his family owned stuffed into the vehicle.

Isabel shook her head as she walked into the convenience mart. A blast of cool air hit her as she crossed the threshold, and inside, she found at least a dozen people at the register, all talking at once. A woman with two small children in tow rummaged in the snack aisle, stuffing everything they found into plastic shopping bags. A teenager, keeping a wary eye on the beleaguered cashier, surreptitiously dropped a handful of snacks into his already bulging pockets.

Isabel, incredulous, stared at the young man. Their eyes locked, and for a moment Isabel felt a tingle of fear trickle down her spine. The teenager's eyes held nothing but contempt, no fear whatsoever. He smirked at her, grabbed a bag of Combos off the shelf just before the mother and her two children could reach it, and opened it in front of them. He ate a handful, popping the small pretzel bites into his mouth, and sauntered out of the store without a care in the world.

The cashier, swamped by shouting adults, never noticed.

As the door swooshed shut behind the young thief, Isabel returned to her senses and quickly moved down the automotive supplies aisle. Keeping an eye on the people out at the gas pumps, Isabel grabbed three red plastic five-gallon gas cans—the only ones on the shelf—and headed to the cashier, who did his best to fend off questions from several people at once.

"..need three cartons of cigarettes...not those!"

"...heard anything about the power outage and Boise City?"

"...need to fill up on pump six—come on, make it quick!"

"...pump nine!"

"...machine out there is broken on 13–I can't use a credit card, and I don't have any cash..."

A man in a rumpled business suit pressed forward. His jaw was set and his eyes narrowed—a man on a mission.

"Hey! Back up and wait your turn," one of the bigger customers snarled.

Isabel stood at the back of the group with her three gas cans and waited. She turned and looked over her shoulder, and the woman with two kids moved into line behind her, with plastic bags stuffed with merchandise. "This is crazy, huh?" the frazzled young woman asked.

"I know...nothing makes sense, right?" Isabel smiled at the two kids. "It's nice that you're helping your mom out."

The youngest one grinned up at her, his teeth stained with chocolate.

Isabel laughed. The little boy had indeed helped his mother, but he’d decided to sneak a treat before they paid.

She turned back to the cashier, who attempted to accommodate as many people as possible, as quickly as possible. Nodding to himself as he rang up customer after customer, it didn't take long for the sweating man behind the counter to clear out half the crowd in front of Isabel. 

Despite the pace at which he was processing customers, Isabel couldn't help but feel a tickle at the back of her mind that the situation was about to get out of control. She looked out the window. Kathy waved at her to hurry up. She pointed toward the road, where a line of five cars had stacked and more joined the queue as she watched.

Isabel stepped up to the counter, bypassing the last three people in line and got the attention of the clerk. "I'd like to buy these and fill them with gas—my friend and I have a long road trip ahead of us, and I was just wondering if I can start filling them?"

"Hey, lady, what makes you so special? Get back in line," the man in front of her snapped.

"Take it easy pal, she's just asking a question," said the old man at the head of the line.

“Maybe she wouldn’t have to if you weren’t taking so long figuring out how to pay, pops,” the man snapped.

As the two men bickered, neither one paid any attention to the cashier, who attempted to defuse the situation. Eventually, he just ignored them both and spoke directly to Isabel. "Ma'am, I'm sorry but I don't know if I can—"

Look, does it help if I tell you I'm on official government business?” She held her breath while the cashier took in the new information. He nodded, the universal signal to continue. “We’re trying to get back to Arizona—my friend works at the Division of Emergency Management. You may have heard about the dust storm down there? That's what's causing all the problems here."

"Oh yeah?” interjected the big man in line. “And I’m the president. Back of the line, lady. You think you know more about what’s going on because you work for the government, huh?" he scoffed.

Isabel’s calm facade snapped. "Yes, as a matter of fact, I do. I study soil sciences for a living, and I've been screaming till I’m blue in the face that dust storms are going to be a big problem in this area and no one's been listening to me until now!"

Everyone at the counter froze. The big man blinked, then cleared his throat. 

Isabel continued, the dam broke. “My friend and I were trying to get home to help save lives. I’ve just survived a plane crash and I haven’t had anything to eat all day, so I’m sorry if I’m a little cranky, but I need to get some gas. NOW.” 

The big man blinked and stepped back under Isabel’s onslaught. "So...uh...you know what's going on out there?" He asked in a much more pleasant tone.

Isabel took a deep breath, and calmed herself "I do," she said properly. "I shouldn’t say anything, but I'm pretty sure things are going to get a lot worse. But they’re going to get a lot worse for the people in Arizona first,” she added quickly. “Please, just let me get started—I promise I'll come back and pay. Look, I have a government authorized prepayment on my phone," she said as she fumbled in her pocket for the device.

"Don't worry about it, ma'am, I'm giving you my place in line,” the old man at the head of the line said. “You’re next."

"Hey, you can't do that—I got my family out there waiting on me!" the big man complained.

"Son, I was fighting wars overseas for this country when you were still in diapers,” the old man replied with a steely voice. “I earned a little leeway." As he turned, he revealed a prosthetic arm and a hat proclaimed him to be a Purple Heart recipient from the 1st Gulf War.

The bigger man, shamed, swallowed his comeback and stepped aside so Isabel could move forward. His face went beet red, and Isabel didn't waste any time. She nodded her thanks to the veteran, put the cans on the counter, and looked at the mother with two children.

"Honey, that's way more than I wanted," the young mother said, casting nervous glances at the cashier. “I—thank you for helping mommy, but we got too much," she said as she looked at a mostly empty pocketbook.

"She's with me," Isabel said, as she jerked a thumb at the young mother with the two kids. "Here, bring everything up and charge it to this account," she said as she scanned her phone.

The mother didn't hesitate, and dumped the big bags on the counter. The others grumbled, but one withering look from Isabel silenced them. "I promise, as soon as he's done ringing this up, we’ll get out of your way."

The cashier had a horrified look on his face at the sheer number of items on the counter. "This is going to take me forever..."

"How much do you think all this is worth?" Isabel said as she moved her hand to encompass everything on the counter. "Three hundred?"

"That would more than cover it—I’d say it's more about one-fifty," the clerk began.

"Can you just do like a general merchandise? Charge $300 to this and we’ll be on our way."

He looked at Isabel for a moment, then checked that the credit card she offered him on the app was valid. He shrugged. "Your money." He scanned the general merchandise ticket, plugged in the card information, and Isabel and the young mother herded the kids out the door to the vocal relief of the men in line.

Isabel led them toward Kathy, who had just wrapped up at the pump. "I can't thank you enough for that—thank you so much!” the young woman gushed as she tried to fix her hair in the wind and keep track of her purchases and children. “We’re trying to get back home to Kansas, and everything seems to be going crazy! We left New Mexico earlier this morning, and the power was out—we couldn't get gas or food..."

Isabel handed over the gas cans to Kathy and turned back to the young mother. "Don't worry about it," she said with a smile.

"How can I repay you?" the woman quailed, a pained expression on her face. “We—”

"You don't have to,” Isabel protested. “But, if you want, you can leave me with some of that food. I didn't get a chance to get any while I was inside, and my friend and I have to go all the way to Arizona."

"Of course! It's the least I can do," the young mother said. "Timmy, can you give this nice lady your bag? There's probably a good mixture of chocolates in there, too...”

"Did someone say chocolate?" Kathy asked as she stepped around the vehicle to grab one of the red gas cans on the ground. She smiled at the two small children with grubby hands. "Who do we have here?"

"I'm Christie," the woman said, with a nod of her head in a smile. "Your friend here paid for all of our supplies, and got us out of there. I think those men are about to get into a fist fight," she said as she looked back over her shoulder. 

Several cars got into line behind Kathy, and angry looking people began to converge on the convenience mart. "Kathy, I think you need to fill up as fast as possible," Isabel muttered.

"Already on the second one," Kathy replied, just as quietly. Despite getting dirty looks from a couple motorists, they filled and loaded the gas cans in the back of the Expedition. 

“You’re hoggin’ all the gas!” the guy behind them complained.

“And you’re taking too long!” the driver of the second car behind them yelled.

Kathy opened her mouth to reply, but Isabel gave a short shake of her head. "Not worth it—let's get out of here." She turned to Christie. “I think it's probably time you get these two little guys back to your car. I'm sure your husband’s getting worried."

As she spoke, one of the vehicles at a pump on the other side of the station pulled away and looped around. The passenger window rolled down, and the young man behind the wheel leaned over with a smile on his face. "Christie? Everything okay, honey?"

"It’s fine, sweetie,” Christie said with a smile for Isabel. “Okay, boys—get in the car with daddy," she said as she opened the back door and ushered her two children into their car seats. "Everything's fine, Sam," Christie said, as she deposited her bags of food and drinks in the vehicle.

Sam put the car in park and got out on the driver's side. "How did you get all that stuff?"

"It's okay—I took care of it," Isabel offered with a smile.

"We work with the Arizona Division of Emergency Management," Kathy explained. "We're just trying to get back to Arizona as fast as possible."

The car behind them honked.

"And your wife generously offered to do some shopping for me," Isabel said with a faltering smile. She glanced at the angry driver and tried to express an apology with her hands.

"You two look like you've had a pretty rough day," Sam said as Christie got in the car. 

"You have no idea," Isabel said with a tired smile.

Another car honked, longer than the first.

“Come on!” someone yelled.

"That's it, last one’s full—let's get out of here," Kathy said as she deposited the third fuel container in the back and slammed the rear hatch shut.

The man in the car behind them honked his horn again. "All right, all right, we’re going!" Isabel yelled. She turned back to Christie. "You guys stay safe, okay? And find shelter—this dust storm’s just the first of many."

"Thanks again," Christie said, as she buckled up inside her car. Sam got in with a wave, shut the door, and they drove off.

Isabel jumped in the passenger seat and Kathy had them rolling before she shut the door. "Come on, come on," she said to the cars in front of them stuck at the gas station entrance.

Angry shouting erupted from the convenience store, and Isabel struggled to get her seatbelt buckled. "What the heck is going on? Everyone’s on edge."

"I think the power just went out,” Kathy warned. “As I was getting in, I saw the display on the pump that I just used go dark."

"That one!" a deep voice yelled. “In the big SUV!”

Isabel glanced out the open window behind her.

"Yeah, that's her!" the big man who’d argued with the vet yelled. Three more men from inside the convenience store joined him. The big man marched toward their vehicle with the others in tow.

"Kathy, get us out here," Isabel said in a tight voice as she tried to get the window to roll up. “I don’t think they want to sell us Girl Scout Cookies...”

"What's going on back there?" Kathy asked as she pulled forward again, only to stop when the car in front of them hit the brakes.

"Yeah, I see you! We could have been done before the power went out if you hadn't cut in line!" 

“Oh, crap,” Isabel said as she shrank in her seat.

"Yeah! Now the gas is shut off!" another voice yelled. Horns honked, glass shattered, and someone crashed through one of the front windows in the convenience store. Their pursuers turned at the momentary surprise, and Kathy took advantage of a gap in traffic. The Expedition’s engine roared with unbridled power and the heavy SUV lurched forward into the gap, cutting off two smaller cars that honked their impotent displeasure.

"It's like everyone's going crazy!" Isabel yelled as she covered her face.

"This is just the beginning," Kathy said in a voice that was eerily calm. "I can’t imagine what it must be like in Phoenix right now..."

Neither one of them spoke as they raced down the road to the next exit, merged onto the highway that would take them into New Mexico, and left Boise City to the dust storm.
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Chapter 40
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Stagg Homestead

Four miles northwest of Santa Fe, New Mexico

––––––––
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Riley stepped in front of his grandfather and aimed his flashlight up the crudely excavated tunnel. A rough-hewn ladder leaned against the dirt wall and reached a wood and rusted metal trapdoor. Dust sifted down between the weathered wooden slats. Riley listened to the wind whistle and howl. He frowned. “It sounds bad out there.”

"Go on up and pop the hatch. We’ll follow you," Milton commanded.

Riley tested the ladder. "You sure this thing's going to hold me?"

Milton snorted. "Boy, I made that before you were born."

"Yeah, that's what concerns me..." Riley muttered as he put one foot on the ladder and listen to the rungs creak under his weight. He climbed up the rickety ladder step by step to the top and braced his shoulder against the trapdoor. "Sure doesn't seem safe to have this thing just laying out here in the desert..."

"Who's going to go digging around out there?" Milton called from below. "Now put some elbow grease into that hatch and get us out of here."

Riley grunted with effort, then winced as dirt splashed him in the face and went down his shirt. He cursed, but the trapdoor gave way. Riley braced himself, then continued to climb up the ladder. The long muscles of his legs pushed his entire body—and the trapdoor—up with every step. As long as the rungs held fast, he could climb.

“Ugh,” he grunted. "It feels like somebody’s sitting on top of this thing..." he said through clenched teeth. As one side of the trapdoor broke its seal with the ground, wind whistled through, and Riley realized why it felt so heavy. The wind blew against the door and tried to shut it as he tried to push up. 

"Great...just great," he growled as he pushed even harder.

Riley had to perform some intricate maneuvering as his upper body emerged from the hole. He had to keep one hand on the ladder and the other stretched sideways to force the trapdoor open—which now acted like a large, flat sail. 

It was only about two feet by two feet, Riley guessed the wind was screaming along at about 50 miles an hour. The trapdoor absorbed a lot of energy from the gale. Sand peppered his face and stung his skin. "I wish you had some goggles or glasses or something in all your preps!" he yelled down the exit tunnel.

"I do!" Milton hollered back up. "But they're all in the truck!"

"Beautiful..." Riley said to himself as he climbed out of the hole and moved around the trapdoor, and pulled it to the ground.

A moment later, Fiona's head popped out of the ragged square hole in the ground. She blinked in the dust and the dim light, and shielded her face as she climbed out. "That wind is something else!"

Riley had no energy to spare on conversation. "Help my grandpa out, will you? I'll keep the stupid hatch from shutting."

He leaned back and used his weight to counterbalance the pressure of the wind on the trapdoor. He grunted and cursed as he held on to the trapdoor. It bucked in the wind like a wild animal and refused to stay still.

It took Fiona one minute short of eternity to get his grandfather out of the bolthole and into the dust storm. She helped the old man bend over almost double to withstand the gusting wind and sand that blew in from the west. As soon as they were clear of the hole, Riley jumped free of the trapdoor, which promptly slammed shut with lethal speed. 

Remarkably, the sound of the hatch as it crashed into place was absorbed by the storm. Riley turned and shielded his face as he looked around. “Which way do we go?” he yelled into the wind.

His grandfather, a shadow in the storm, pointed. “That way!” he said in a voice that sounded like it was a lot further away.

Riley squinted. There was only the barest hint of a shadow to indicate where his grandparents had lived. "How far away did you say we are from the house?" he yelled, his voice almost completely swallowed by the storm.

Fiona and his grandfather shuffled closer to him. "Maybe a hundred yards," Milton said.

"Let's get moving!" Riley hollered. "We got a long, hard walk ahead of us."

The three of them shuffled forward, shoulder to shoulder, hunched over in the face of the wind. One burning, sandy step at a time, they stumbled and staggered their way closer and closer to the house. Half-blind from the stinging sand, they crept foot by foot, and tripped over innumerable rocks half buried in the sand that drifted across the ground like water.

The weight of the M1 slung across his back threatened to drive Riley to his knees in the wind, but he managed to stay on his feet. Every step he took, the heavy rifle threatened to throw him off balance. 

“It stings...” Fiona complained. “This is way worse than it was...”

“Don’t talk,” Milton ordered, coughing. “Focus on walking!”

Riley's world had descended into shades of yellow and brown. When he risked a glance up from the ground, he had to do so through his fingers to keep his eyes from being scoured by the grit in the air. Every three or four steps, he'd look up, take a quick bearing on where the house was—a slightly darker shadow as they moved forward. He struggled to keep the little group on target, but wasn’t about to give up. 

Next to him, Fiona and Milton fought the wind to help each other walk. The old man's cane came in handy more than once as a stabilization device for them both.

The minutes crept by, the wind howled, and the sand hissed at their feet. Riley tried to constantly keep his shirt up over his neck. The fabric snapped at his sides and the wind tried to rip it right off his back, but still he pressed forward. His skin  was on fire, but he put on a brave face for Fiona.

It felt like they'd been walking for a half-hour, but Riley figured it could only have been a few minutes before the house finally loomed up out of the storm as a solid object, not just an ephemeral shadow in the distance. As they approached the backyard, a small walled off courtyard in the Spanish hacienda style, Riley stayed low and pushed forward to take a look while Fiona and his grandfather struggled to follow.

As Riley approached the adobe wall, the wall took the brunt of the wind’s fury. Riley crouched next to it and gratefully wiped the sand and dust from his face. The reprieve gave him just enough time to urge the others closer before he scrambled down the length of the wall toward the garage.

At the corner, the wind increased again. Riley knelt and peered around toward the front of the house. From his vantage point, Riley had a somewhat clear view of the driveway through his fingers, and three Druid vehicles coated in dust.

A figure in a trench coat that whipped around him in the wind as if it were a live animal emerged from the open garage. He was quickly joined by two others. They all carried weapons, and Riley instantly recognized the short man in the trench coat as Nico. He narrowed his eyes as he watched. Two more large men appeared. They had their arms around a third who couldn't walk.

While Nico and the two men who’d accompanied him loaded the injured man into one of the vehicles, Ricky—the lumbering giant that he'd seen his grandfather fell with a vicious hit to the back of the head—staggered out of the garage and collapsed on the driveway. Nico waved toward the house, and his two helpers ran back to half-drag, half-carry the mountain of a man back to the waiting vehicles.

"You hear me?" Nico shouted into the garage.

Riley smirked. How many problems could Riley solve if he aimed his grandfather’s M1 around the corner and took out Nico where he stood in the driveway.

"Don't even think about it, boy," Milton breathed into his ear.

Riley jumped and almost fell over. “Don’t do that!”

"We take him out now,” Milton advised, “and those other idiots will know exactly where we are and flank us from the other side of the house. Much as I hate to say it, we need to let them leave."

"I know where you live—where your new house is! I'll see you in Santa Fe!" Nico yelled, his voice carried on the wind. Before anyone could say anything, they heard four distinct pops, muffled by the sand and dust in the air. Nico's laughter was a cruel cackle.

Riley gripped the rough corner with white knuckles while his grandfather held onto his shoulder with surprising strength to restrain him. They watched in silence as Nico turned in a swirl of dust and trench coat and worked his way back to the lead car. All the vehicles rumbled to life as their headlights shined like lances through the dust. They turned around, one by one, and moved off down the driveway, swallowed by the storm. Even the glowing red taillights vanished in seconds as the three vehicles reached the access road and turned.

Milton was the first to push off from the wall and stepped out into the full brunt of the storm. "Come on."

Riley helped Fiona get around the corner, then brought up the rear as the trio worked their way down the side of the house into the wind and found the garage.

Nico had left the garage wide open. Blood smeared the floor where they’d dragged their wounded men back to the cars. Yellow dust swirled through the air, but the wind was blocked by the bulk of the house, so Riley found it easier to stand up and breathe without coughing.

"Riley,” his grandfather said in a weak voice, “Fiona—you two check the house. Cover each other.” He leaned against a cinderblock wall and closed his eyes as he tried to catch his breath.

“Grandpa, are you okay?” Riley asked, as he shrugged out of the dusty first aid pack and put his rifle down. 

Milton waved his concern off with a flip of his wrist. “I don't trust these jokers not to have left someone behind to wait for us." He drew the big pistol from his belt with a trembling hand. “I’ll...I’ll check the garage. You two will have to do for the house. I...I can’t.” He turned and moved beyond the truck to check the garage with his flashlight.

"It’s fine, we’ll handle it—you need to rest,” Riley said as he looked at his aged grandfather. He turned to Fiona. “Come on," he said as he picked up the M1 again. “I'll go first. Stay over my left shoulder, okay?"

"You have to crouch down a bit then," Fiona replied in a voice as tired as he felt. "You're kind of a walking wall in front of me..." She put a hand out and touched his side. "Just let me go first—you can shoot over me better than I can shoot over you."

Riley compressed his mouth into a tight line, but saw the wisdom of her suggestion. He hated letting Fiona go first and put herself in front of him and whatever danger might lurk in the house, but it didn't make sense to step into the house with a long gun that would be much less useful than her pistol in the tight confines of a hallway, either.

“This ain’t time for chivalry, boy. Get a move on. They already got a head start on us,” Milton ordered. He pushed himself away from the wall and tottered across the garage, his flashlight like a beacon as he poked through the darkness.

Reluctantly, Riley agreed, and they switched places. Fiona marched them into the house. They immediately discovered the bodies of four men spread out in the kitchen and foyer. One had died trying to climb in through the ruined front window and taken a blast from the old man’s shotgun to the face for his troubles.

Riley had to stop and throw up, but Fiona kept up the pace, and they cleared each room in quick succession. Within a few minutes, they’d made it back to the garage to report to his grandfather.

"The house is clear," Fiona said, her face ghost white and a sheen of sweat on her forehead. Her hands trembled a little as she leaned against the wall of the garage and tucked her pistol under her belt. "I never want to do anything like that again..."

Riley followed her through the charred hole where the reinforced door used to be and stepped down into the garage. "It's empty, grandpa."

"Well, the garage is clear,” Milton said, as he looked around. “Those idiots didn't even bother to take much of our supplies. Lookit," he said as he shined his flashlight into the back of the truck. Someone had decided to slash the tarp with a big knife instead of untie it, but most of the supplies and canned food they’d taken from the pantry earlier that morning still lay secure in the truck. "They didn’t take any of the ammo..." Milton said, amazed. "Took most of our water though."

Riley sighed as he looked at his father’s truck. “What good is that going to do us? They shot all the tires," he said as he pointed at the rear tire which sported a bullet hole. "That's what Nico was shooting at before the left!"

Fiona groaned from the corner. "Now what are we gonna do?"

After a long moment of listening to the wind howl outside, Milton laughed. He coughed, laughed again, then the sound turned into a gut-slapping guffaw.

Riley couldn't help but smile. "What's so funny?"

Milton continued to laugh. "Those morons!" he said, wheezing. He wiped his eyes with the back of one grimy hand, cursed at the sand that got into his eye, then laughed again. "I trained your father well, boy," Milton said with a wide grin.

"What are you talking about?" Riley demanded. He knelt by the front passenger tire and put his finger in the hole, the twin of the one in the rear tire.

"Anybody else see anything odd about these tires?" Milton asked, as he moved back around to their side of the truck.

"Yeah, they've all got holes in them," Fiona said.

Milton thumped the tire next to Riley with his cane and smirked. "They don't look flat to me..."

Riley blinked. "Dad..." he said, as he looked up at his grandfather with a smile. "Dad put run-flats on this thing!"

Milton nodded. "Looks like some of my preparedness skills rubbed off on your old man after all..." He laughed. "Oh, I can't wait to tell Gladys about this! She didn't think your father paid attention to a word I said...”

"What are we waiting for?" Fiona said, as she pushed past the two men and climbed into the truck. "Let's get going! The sooner we get to Santa Fe, the sooner we can focus on rescuing my mom from those creeps."

Milton smiled at her, then looked at Riley and winked. "I like her." In the blink of an eye, the smile vanished, and the hard-nosed soldier’s face reappeared. "Like she said, what you waiting for, boy? Get us out of here. Get us to Santa Fe."

Riley fished the keys out of his pocket and ran around to the driver's door. They all climbed in, and he turned over the engine. On instinct, Riley reached for the headlights switch but stopped himself.

Next to him in the front seat, the old man nodded approvingly. "Now you're getting it, boy." He pointed through the dusty windshield out into the swirling morass of yellow-brown dust. "That-a-way."

"Hang on grandma," Riley said through his teeth as he put the truck in drive. "Here comes the cavalry!"
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