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There is nothing anyone can do about it. The Death Asteroid is going to hit Earth. My name is Claudia Sheeplord and I’m the reason the Games started in the first place.
 
    
 
   Chapter 1
 
    
 
   I’m on a plane to Denver when I see the emergency broadcast come across my tablet. Attempts to destroy the massive asteroid have failed, only making it worse by splitting it into three catastrophes. Now all I can do is to wait for it to happen.
 
   Claustrophobia squeezes my lungs and I struggle for air. I’m also belted into an uncomfortably small seat on an airplane. There is nowhere to run. Nothing to do. Will the asteroids hit before we land? What if there is nowhere to land?
 
   I feel a flash of anger toward my brother. It’s his fault and bright idea to have a wedding coordinated with the end of the world. Not taking any of it seriously, he and his girlfriend of only two months thought it would be fun. Hurray, NOT!
 
   Actually, most of us didn’t take it seriously. I mean they’ve been saying the world was going to end since it began. That all changed for most people about a month ago, when the only thing you could find on the news was the “Death Asteroid," as they had named it. Dozens of scientists have been interviewed about the possible impacts if it does, by some chance, hit. Many of them agree the sea level will rise; none of them agree by how much. It could be ten feet, or it might be a thousand feet. I didn’t really pay it much attention because I thought the government could take it down before it really posed a threat. I remember thinking how amusing it was that people were letting it get to them; buying up every gallon of water on the shelf, storing gasoline for generators, boarding windows. If it really does hit, water and generators aren’t likely to save anyone.
 
   Now things are much worse. With a failed attempt to destroy the Death Asteroid, people are flocking to airports and attempting to evacuate, especially places closer to sea level.
 
   I guess I should be thanking my brother. Because of his crazy wedding, I’m on my way to the mile-high city. Unfortunately, it’s the middle of winter.
 
   I browse my tablet for updates on when they think any of the three masses might strike, but the best projection I can find is sometime within twenty-four hours. I twirl the end of my ponytail around my finger. It’s something I do when I’m nervous.
 
   Glancing across the aisle, I notice a young, freckle-faced boy with coal-black hair and emerald-green eyes. He catches me looking at him and the concern must be apparent on my face.
 
   “Things aren’t good are they?” he asks. He sounds mature for what appears to be about a thirteen-year old. He is alone—is flying to visit his father in Vail for winter break from what I gathered by his conversation with the stewardess, who insists on checking on him every five minutes.
 
   I force a smile, but I can’t lie. I’ve never been a liar. “No, doesn’t look like it. They weren’t able to destroy the asteroid, but they’re still trying.” I didn’t see that last part, but I’m not lying. I need to believe it, too.
 
   “What are you building?” I ask, changing the subject. He’s been tinkering with some sort of Lego set the entire flight from Florida. His Legos are more advanced than the ones I played with as a kid younger than him. I turn twenty in a month.
 
   The toy he’s built crawls across his tray table. “It’s a transformer. One minute it’s your pet, and then…” He twists a small piece here and a medium piece there to form a small gun before he continues, “…it’s your life saver.”
 
   Here she comes again—the stewardess. And just as I have taken my mind off things for a second. She is three seats away from us when a thunderous boom vibrates the plane and drops us by what feels like fifty feet. A large, heavy-set man sitting next to where she stands, flies up and hits his head on the overhead compartment. He falls on top of her in the aisle, knocking her down. Not hiding her disgust, she pushes him off of her and he falls limp to the other side, unconscious.
 
   As the stewardess tends to the injured man, I raise the window shade to take a look. The sky is dark and my stomach tightens. Has one of the asteroids just hit? My fear gets worse when I hear something sandblasting the side of the plane.
 
   I glance at the freckled boy. His pet gun is now in pieces and scattered all over the floor. “It happened didn’t it?” he asks remarkably calm for a boy his age, in a situation like this.
 
   Nodding my head, I confirm his fear. We both watch as a passenger helps the stewardess put the injured man, now conscious, back into his seat. She fastens his seat belt in a manner almost scolding him with harsh movements. “You stay put, you hear?” she commands as if he’s a child before she hurries to the rear galley.
 
   “What’s your name?” the freckle-faced boy asks drawing my attention away. Strange, I think given the timing, but I am glad he didn’t ask me if we’re all going to die instead.
 
   He reaches beneath the seat in front of him to scrape up his Legos. There’s one yellow one that has fallen under the seat in front of me. I kick it over within his reach with the toe of my flip flop. I have hiking boots in my oversized backpack for when I get to Denver. I’m rarely out of my flip flops.
 
   “Claudia,” I reply. “What’s yours?”
 
   “Benjamin Willoby. My friends call me Ben.”
 
   There is something strange about this kid, but intriguing. I like him and I’m glad he’s here. Now if we all die, at least I will know someone when the moment comes. “I like your name, Benjamin.”
 
   “It’s okay, you can call me Ben,” he says with an innocent smile. “I’ll be your friend.” His smile quickly flattens, when the plane jerks and we begin a rapid descent.
 
   I brace myself, expecting to fall into a tailspin at any moment. My knuckles are clenched so tight on the armrests, they’ve lost all color. Closing my eyes, I see my life flash before me. I don’t want to die. I just saw my life and I haven’t even lived yet. Have never been in love…haven’t finished college—actually, hardly started. I don’t even know what I want to be. Will any of it even matter now?
 
   Just in time to save me from my own panic attack, the static over the intercom alerts me that the pilot is about to speak. “We’re real sorry about that folks. Haven’t done that one since I was a fighter pilot,” he chuckles. “No, in all seriousness, we had to rush our entry into Denver to make way for other aircraft in the area. We’ll be landing soon.”
 
   The pilot seems far too calm for what just happened. And what exactly did happen? We felt the vibration. The sky is pitch-black now. I glance at my watch—it’s only three o’clock in the afternoon.
 
   The sweat rolls off my brow. Thank God, we are actually going to land. I wasn’t sure for several minutes.
 
   I turn to look at Ben and he smiles at me like we had just made friends on the playground…like our airplane hadn’t just felt like it was falling out of the sky. Did anything rattle this kid?
 
   “Flight attendants prepare for landing,” the pilot says, as he has a million times before. I think they’ve been prepared since the first boom almost rocked us out of the sky. They don’t look near as calm as he sounds.
 
   We land with a hard thud and several bounces. I can’t see anything but blackness outside the window. I haven’t bothered to put my shade down, never see the true point behind that, or the seatback being raised the full three inches it goes back anyway. What’s the difference?
 
   The stewardess is on her way up the aisle. “The Captain would like for everyone to go ahead and unfasten your seat belts,” she urges people, odd because we are still moving. “Passengers on the aisles stand up and form an organized line. We must exit the plane as quickly and efficiently as possible people.”
 
   She hustles toward the middle of the plane where we are sitting. “Go ahead, dear, unfasten your belt. I’ll escort you up to the front,” she says leaning down to Ben.
 
   “I’ll escort him.” I volunteer before I think about what I’m doing. All I know is that I don’t want to let Ben out of my sight. “You’re busy with the rest of the passengers,” I add, throwing my backpack over my shoulder.
 
   She looks to Ben as if to ask him if this is okay. He grabs my hand and leads us toward the front.
 
   “Okay, everyone, I said organized,” she continues as we leave her behind.
 
   * * * * *
 
   When we exit the connector bridge into the airport, I’m happy to see the lights on and the walls intact. Before I even have a chance to look around, Ben and I are ushered to the right of the gate into an abnormally large crowd for an airport. It’s standing room only all the way through. Has none of these people made their flights out?
 
   On one of the big screens suspended from the ceiling, there is a news broadcast of something going on in the ocean. With the roar of chatter coming from all sides, I can’t hear what they’re saying, and I can’t see the info banner at the bottom of the screen because of all the heads blocking my view.
 
   Then as I turn to survey my surroundings, I nearly smack into him. “Oh, sorry,” I apologize moving quickly out of his way. This is the first time I ever see Dorian Lennox. He’s emotionless from the start, with his dark sunglasses, black suit and tunnel-vision mission. Amazon in size, he looks like he could play for the NFL.
 
   He speaks into his walkie-talkie, “Yes, sir, I understand… at seventeen hundred hours. Our estimates are just over fifty thousand.” He is fast on his mission. “Our runways are already beyond capacity, we can’t accommodate anymore.” That’s all I hear before he’s out of earshot.
 
   We’re being herded farther away from the gate, somewhere towards who knows where. There is virtually no room to move, especially when you’re two. It doesn’t matter though. I’m not leaving Ben behind.
 
   “This way people, this way,” a TSA agent directs us to follow her. “You.” She motions to a young girl with pink hair and a pierced eyebrow. “No bathroom right now.” She waves the girl toward her. “Stay with me people.”
 
   Everyone is talking at once, trying to figure out how to meet the loved ones who are waiting for them outside security. For some reason, they don’t appear to be letting anyone out.
 
   Many of the travelers have already lined the major corridors throughout the airport, taking prime seats against the walls. Some are sleeping. How odd to sleep at a time like this. From the looks of it, the airport has been a mess for awhile.
 
   I feel sorry for Ben—he’s very short. I guess he hasn’t hit his growth spurt yet if he’s ever going to. I know he can’t see a thing going on.
 
   I squeeze his hand gently. “Stay with me, I’ll help you get to your dad.”
 
   All I have to do is get through the wall of people in front of me. I try to squeeze us through one person at a time. It takes nearly ten minutes just to carve the two of us through five people. It’s useless. There’s no way we’re getting to the tram that takes us to the main terminal. At least not for awhile.
 
   I look around for a space we can carve out and not have people standing on top of us. Nothing. And more people are piling in by the minute.
 
   Dorian walks by us again. His composure isn’t quite as cool and collected this time. “No, they can’t land—the runways are full. Send them somewhere else!”
 
   I glance out the one window I can actually see out of despite the crowd. Outside, planes are crammed together across the airport grounds like sardines in a can.
 
   Ben pulls me toward an “Employee Only” door and nods for me to follow him.
 
   Except for trying to find our way out, which isn’t proving to be possible, I don’t have any other ideas. I follow him down a few levels of stairs, where we come to a short hallway that leads to a mechanical room.
 
   It doesn’t seem like this is going to take us anywhere, yet he continues on. “What are we going to do down here?” I ask.
 
   Ben fumbles around the room picking up objects here and there, giving them a quick inspection. He puts a few back down, and another few into a small pack around his waist. It’s lime-green and practically glows.
 
   I motion to his pack and the things he’s just lifted. “What are you doing?”
 
   “If the end of the world’s coming, thought we could use some tools,” he says with complete confidence while adding a screwdriver and a small can of WD 40 to his pack.
 
   I want to tell him that I don’t believe a screwdriver and some oil are going to make much difference, but if the kid can go out thinking he can be a hero, who am I to stand in his way? I pick up a pair of pliers and stick them in my backpack.
 
   Suddenly, he zones in on something behind me like an owl that’s just spotted its dinner. I jump out of the way when he darts in my direction. Feeling around the wall with his hands, he’s searching looking for something, eyeing the ceiling and then inspecting the floor.
 
   Ben’s in such a world of his own, I don’t want to interrupt him, but I feel like a waste of space not doing anything when he’s obviously excited about something.
 
   “Can I help?” I ask. “What are you looking-”
 
   Before I can finish, he’s found it. The false wall opens up into a maze of corridors fingering off in various directions.
 
   We follow the widest corridor, which we find out quickly, leads us to the tracks of the trams that run between the concourses and the main terminal. 
 
   The kid is brilliant! We can follow the tracks to the terminal and bypass the masses that stood in our way up above.
 
   “You’re a genius, kid,” I say with a smile.
 
   “You’re a genius, Ben,” he says with quite the serious expression.
 
   I feel bad I had just referred to him as a kid. I hated that when I was his age. “You’re right, I’m sorry. You’re a genius, Ben!”
 
   He holds his hand out to me. I shake with him, knowing at that very moment I am sticking with him until the end. Whatever end that may turn out to be?
 
   We listen for a good fifteen minutes to see if the trams are still running. Silence. Almost silence, there’s nothing but a small drip from a leaky pipe somewhere.
 
   “We would have heard it by now,” I say. I hope I’m right.
 
   He nods in agreement.
 
   I love the little pinwheels that spin along the walls as we make our way through the tunnel. Even though we have the entire track, we both hug the left wall as we walk along. It seems to have more room than the right, just in case.
 
   We can see that we’ve made it to the “B” station when it opens up to the tram waiting area. Hearing the commotion and chaos running amuck above us in the concourse, we head toward the tunnel that will lead us to the “A” station.
 
   We take two steps inside and things get much, much worse. The vibration is so volatile; it blows us off our feet.
 
    
 
   


  
 

 
 
    
 
   Chapter 2
 
    
 
   I roll over and immediately look for any sign of Ben. Black smoke is drifting through our tunnel. Another blast. And another. Something is causing massive explosions above.
 
   The lights were always dim in the tunnel, but now they only flicker. Another explosion and they fade into black. What is going on up there?
 
   “Ben?” I call out. “Ben, are you okay?”
 
   I hear him moan his answer, “I think so. Just hit my head.” Another blast rumbles through the tunnel.
 
   “Still?” I ask.
 
   “Still.”
 
   I’m relieved. I don’t know what it is about Ben, but I feel the need to protect him. Expecting more explosions, I figure it’s best to stay put where we are for a few minutes and see if the blasts are done. “Stay there for a second,” I urge.
 
   “Ah, huh,” he agrees. No fight to put up there.
 
   We wait in the darkness, hearing nothing but the sound of our own breath and another leaky drip somewhere down in the tunnel.
 
   “What do you think that was?” he whispers.
 
   I’m not sure why, but the thought to whisper occurs to me, too. “I don’t know. We’re alive, so I don’t think it was an asteroid. At least not here.” But we smell the smoke, something has happened here.
 
   A few more minutes pass. Nothing.
 
   I let out a sigh of relief. “Can you follow my voice, or I can follow yours.” We can’t see a thing.
 
   “Stay there, I’ll come to you,” he insists. “You could sing.” I can tell he’s laughing when he says it. Maybe that’s why I like him. He breaks the tension.
 
   “You don’t want me to sing,” I deny him. “But I can keep talking like this until-”
 
   Just then he turns on a small flashlight on the tip of the screwdriver he stole. “There you are.” His smile says there is much more going on in his head than anyone will probably ever know.
 
   He shines the flashlight down the tunnel in front of us. Black smoke. He spins around on the heel of his right foot, sort of dramatic, and shines the light where we just came from. More smoke.
 
   I have a strong feeling whatever we’re about to find isn’t going to be good, no matter which way we go. Guess that’s why I leave it up to him. “Which way?”
 
   Taking my hand, he leads me toward the “A” station. “My dad’s supposed to be this way.”
 
   “Good point, so is my brother.”
 
   “And this is the way out,” he adds.
 
   At this moment, the latter is probably the one I am more interested in. There is no reason for us to subject ourselves to the mad chaos of people back where we came from.
 
   With only the small glow of the flashlight to guide us, we navigate through the dark tunnel. All is quiet—no more blasts. Is it over and we’re still alive? A million thoughts roll through my mind. Is my brother okay? And Ben’s dad? Where have the asteroids hit—assuming they have? My parents aren’t coming until tomorrow. Are they safe in Florida so close to the sea level? Wait…are we only alive because we’re underground? I realize I’m being ridiculous, so I shut my mind down.
 
   We walk another twenty feet and instead of the mysterious blackness, I can see a wall in front of us. We must be coming to a bend in the tunnel. My heart takes an extra beat because I know we’re getting closer to answering some of those questions and we may not like the answers.
 
   Ben squeezes my hand a little tighter as we approach the curve, and I know he is nervous, too. His palm has grown sweaty, as has mine. What are we going to…
 
   I eek out a small scream, nearly jumping on top of Ben because I feel little clawed feet scamper across the top of my right foot. The squeaky chatter after I jump pretty much confirms it was a rat. It was too big to be a mouse. I’m kicking myself for not wearing my hiking boots.
 
   Ben pulls me in toward him in an effort to “keep the damsel” safe, already exhibiting gentleman qualities—shocking for a thirteen-year old, and a small one at that. I’m impressed.
 
   “Are you okay?” he asks.
 
   “It crawled across my foot. Uck.” I can handle most things, even snakes, but rats and mice…not my thing.
 
   We make our way around the curved bend. It’s no longer just the dark that hinders our vision. The smoke has intensified and is creating a fog inside the glow of the flashlight. The haze in the distance appears brighter, so there must be lights on up ahead. That’s a good sign. Maybe a generator has kicked in or better, the power has come back on. I’m surprised the lights aren’t powered by the airport’s solar panels. They never would have gone out.
 
   “Claudia?” He sounds like he has just seen a ghost.
 
   “Yes, Ben?” I see what he sees. The lights that came on? Daylight. I’m at a loss for words.
 
   There is no “A” station and there is no terminal.
 
   * * * * *
 
   We cut our way through the fallen debris covering the stairs that used to lead from the tram station to the “A” concourse. The place looks like a warzone. When we get to the top, I can see at least five aircraft on fire outside on the runways, or close by in the surrounding open fields.
 
   Through a screen of wild orange flames and thick black smoke, I see that one of the planes is completely demolished. It must have crashed into the others.
 
   “It couldn’t la-” Ben started... Kaboom! The plane next to the burning heap of wreckage blew up.
 
   “We’re not safe here,” I say. But where do we go?
 
   We each do a quick scan. People are running everywhere trying to help, or get help depending on their situation. The roof is either gone, or falling down and many of the walls are destroyed. There must be a blizzard outside because the snow is blowing in through the openings in the roof.
 
   I start to cough from the smoke inhalation, so I cover my mouth with my sleeve.
 
   “Well, looks like it’s a good thing we didn’t fly Frontier this time,” Ben mumbles, before following suit and covering his mouth with his arm.
 
   The Frontier gates are gone. They have prime position in the “A” concourse. Not this time. It’s completely bizarre that we are even thinking about it given the current circumstances. I decide he must be emotionally unbreakable—like me.
 
   It seems a little less disastrous over to the left of us, meaning I can see more light. “This way,” I say giving him a slight tug.
 
   It’s hard to see much through the smoke, but some spots are better than others. That’s when I see half a dozen dead bodies—some missing pieces, all of them covered in blood. I count another twelve within ten feet and decide to count is not a good idea.
 
   Ben interrupts my morbid focus. “Look,” he says pointing to the sky.
 
   Snowflakes drift into my eyes when I look up at dozens of planes that are circling. They have nowhere to land. We need to get out of here now, but I made a promise to him.
 
   “Do you want to try to find your dad?” I ask.
 
   Ben looks in the direction of the terminal that’s no longer there. He looks back to me and shakes his head. If his dad and my brother were already here, they’re not here anymore.
 
   “We landed half an hour early,” I say to give him, or really both of us, some hope.
 
    
 
   


  
 

 
 
    
 
   Chapter 3
 
    
 
   It’s freezing as we make our way through the rubble. Ben stops now and then to sift through for anything that might be useful. I see him smile when he finds a walkie-talkie on a dead TSA agent. “Look for another one,” he shouts, holding it up like a trophy.
 
   The poor lady—she didn’t have a chance. Her upper half is all that remains, but she does have another walkie-talkie on her. I pull it from her stiff hand. It isn’t wrong to steal from the dead, is it?
 
   I wipe the blood off the walkie-talkie using my sweatshirt and push the button to speak into it. “Can you hear me?”
 
   “10-4,” he answers.
 
   I almost drop the thing when a man’s voice comes over, “Who’s that?” Ooops. “Where are you? You must make your way to the “B” concourse immediately. You’re not safe!”
 
   Ben is already looking up and motioning to me as if turning the knob, and then he holds up three fingers. Channel 3. I turn the walkie-talkie to channel 3 and whisper, “Are you there?”
 
   “Yeah,” he replies. We wait to see if the man can still hear us. Nothing.
 
   I catch up to Ben and we trudge another hundred feet or so through the stench of death. We’re now in the terminal, or what used to be a terminal. The west side has been destroyed, except for one small section, but it looks like it will collapse any minute.
 
   Most of the east side is pretty much intact. The Cantina looks virtually untouched.
 
   “Hungry?” Ben asks. “It might be awhile before we can eat.” He is already in survival mode.
 
   “Starving!” I agree without hesitation. Am I morbid?
 
   The escalator is not running, so we climb its stairs, which look strange sticking out in the middle of all the debris.
 
   Following Ben’s eyes, I see the planes are still circling. Why? Can’t they see the destruction?
 
   We hurry up the escalator toward The Cantina thinking there has to still be food there, even if it’s just some tortilla chips and salsa or something. Cautiously, we walk past the hostess stand into the restaurant.
 
   I’m shocked to discover the cook, an older Asian man, is still in the kitchen and he’s even wearing a chef’s hat. I can’t help but laugh. The Asian chef cooks TexMex. Too bad; I would love to have some sushi about now.
 
   I look over to the bar and a twenty-something, pretty Hispanic girl sits on a stool. Other than these two, the place is empty.
 
   The girl jumps down and shuffles over to greet us. “Hola, welcome to The Cantina,” she says. She hands us two menus and waves across the entire seating area. “Sit anywhere you like. We’re not that busy!” she bursts out laughing. Is she really laughing at a time like this? She must just be in shock from what has happened.
 
   “Anything you want…free today only,” the cook says, walking out of the kitchen.
 
   Is he seriously still waiting to cook for people? Folks deal with things in different ways, I suppose.
 
   “Do you have a taco salad?” I might as well take him up on his offer. That is why we came here. Finding two people ready to serve us didn’t change that.
 
   Ben and I head for a table near the entrance. Our minds are obviously on the same page. We want to be close just in case we have to make a run for it.
 
   Ben quickly peruses the menu and shouts to the girl, “Enchiladas please, but can I have three instead of two? Oh, and sour cream on the side?”
 
   I love this kid, I’ve decided. If I had a younger brother, I’d want him to be Ben. Who knows? I may need to adopt him. I don’t see how either one of us is ever getting back to Florida—at least not anytime soon, and it doesn’t look like we’ll be flying there ever.
 
   Speaking of…now that I can finally sit down, I pull my tablet out. It’s doubtful the Wi-Fi is working, but I figure I should at least check—cross it off the list. No chance. I shove it back into my bag and pull out my cell phone. I dial my brother’s number. No signal.
 
   Ben smiles at the hostess-waitress-bartender girl. “What’s your name?” he asks.
 
   “Lena,” she answers from behind the bar. She’s filling a mug of beer from the tap. “What’s yours?” she asks politely, peeking out from beneath the margarita glasses hanging above the bar.
 
   “Benjamin Willoby, but my friends call me Ben,” he says, exactly as he had said to me.
 
   “Nice to meet you, Benjamin.” She chugs the beer down. Is she starting to feel the effects of the chaos surrounding us? That which she had apparently missed so far, based on her cheery spirit. Or is she just really weird?
 
   “Nice to meet you, too,” he replies with no invitation to call him Ben.
 
   I smile at him. That makes me special I guess. “I’m Claudia,” I wave to her. “Can I get one of those?” I ask. Why not, I might die before I turn twenty-one.
 
   “Do you have an I.D.?”
 
   Is she kidding me? “No, I must have lost it in the big disaster,” I say wryly.
 
   “Ha ha, I’m just kidding you, girl.” She comes around the bar carrying a full beer. “Already had one poured for ya.”
 
   She does actually have two mugs filled, but I still can’t figure out if I like her or not. She sets the beer down in front of me and winks with a big smile.
 
   She turns her focus to Ben. “Want a soda, Benjamin?”
 
   “No, I don’t drink soda. Got a bottle of water? Or actually, do you have ten or twenty bottled waters?” he asks. He points to my beer. “You shouldn’t drink that. You need your “A” game.”
 
   He is right. Who knows what our lives will unfold into in the next twenty-four hours? I push it to the side and he nods at me with a smile. Control freak already.
 
   The cook brings us a tray full of food. Forget “Can I have three, instead of two enchiladas” he must have brought Ben a dozen of them…and some quesadillas…and another taco salad.
 
   “Sorry, it might be lukewarm. We lost electricity.”
 
   I didn’t care if it was cold. My taco salad is overflowing with lettuce, shredded cheese, grilled chicken and tomatoes. I can’t wait to dig in.
 
   “What’s your name?” Ben asks the cook.
 
   I am just about to take a nice big bite of my salad, but I put my fork down to be polite.
 
   “Masaru,” he says and bows his head. For some reason, I picture this guy doing some major damage with a sword.
 
   “I’m Ben and this is my friend, Claudia,” he introduces us. “You should eat, too. It may be awhile before we will again.” He slides the quesadillas to Masaru, who has taken a seat next to Ben.
 
   The salad hits the spot. Peanuts only go so far and I had been late for my flight, so I hadn’t had time to stop and grab my own bring-on munchies like I normally do. I eat as if someone is going to take my plate away at any moment. I know I’m going to pay for it later.
 
   Lena comes back to the table with her arms full of bottles of water. She sets them down on the table next to us.
 
   “Do you guys know what happened?” I ask, thinking maybe they caught the news before everything went insane.
 
   “The plane crashed into the airport, actually two or three planes now,” Lena responds. “Oh, and Australia’s gone…and maybe California.”
 
   “What?” I ask, bewildered by what she has just said.
 
    She chews on a piece of bright blue gum. “The news broke in with an emergency broadcast and said, ‘Has California Vanished?’ and then the plane hit us and killed the power.”
 
   Ben gives her the taco salad. She takes the gum out of her mouth and sticks it on the outside edge of her salad’s tortilla shell. When she digs in, I’m amazed at how fast she sucks down her food.
 
   I turn my focus to Masaru. “What do you mean Australia is gone?”
 
   “The asteroid hit somewhere near there. They showed a video on the news and it was under water.”
 
   That must have been what I saw on the TV at the gate when we first got here. Australia is gone? It’s a continent.
 
   “They should come with us,” Ben says directly to me. Glad to know he has elevated us to the ones that are making the decisions. He turns to Masaru. “Bring some knives. We may need them.”
 
   “And some more food,” I add. I look up at Lena, who has already finished her salad and is standing by the table with the water bottles.
 
   “I’m on it.” She’s eager to help and disappears into the kitchen with Masaru.
 
   “What’s our plan?” He looks at me with all sincerity.
 
   Wait. Did that make me the leader? “I say we head west down Pena Boulevard. It’s the only way out of here that I know of. Maybe we can find others who know more, or possibly even a ride west.”
 
   “Okay,” he agrees. “We keep these.” He tucks the walkie-talkie away.
 
   “Agree,” I say shoving my walkie into the front pocket of my backpack. It’s also time to swap shoes before we head out on another journey.
 
   * * * * *
 
   We look for a place on the west side of the terminal that isn’t on fire, full of smoke, or crumbling. There’s one set of doors to the outside, completely untouched.
 
   I can hear the monster roar of a jet engine. Hopefully, it found room to land because it’s getting louder and louder, which means it’s getting closer and closer.
 
   Ben, Masaru and I exit out the doors.
 
   “Where’s Lena?” Masaru asks. He’s the first to notice she’s missing.
 
   “She was just here thirty seconds ago.” I have no idea where she went.
 
   The northern half of the parking garage is destroyed and there’s fire everywhere. I glance back and Lena is running toward the doors to exit the building. 
 
   The roar of the jet’s engine is deafening. It hasn’t found a safe place to land. It’s heading right for us!
 
   “Run!” I scream and the three of us sprint to the left, running for our lives. I look back and Lena exits the doors, finally. She smiles and holds up a set of car keys. Not five seconds later, the jet tears through the garage from the north like a tornado. Cars explode like dominoes by the dozens.
 
   I watch Lena fly through the air and land somewhere in the middle of the inferno. Two more cars explode. She’s dead for sure.
 
    
 
   


  
 

 
 
    
 
   Chapter 4
 
    
 
   We scramble out the southwest side of the airport and head toward Pena Boulevard. The snow is coming down in blizzard force. Cars are lined up bumper to bumper trying to leave.
 
   Once we make it about a football field away, we stop to catch our breath. Ben may be small, but he’s pretty fast on his feet. And Masaru, too. Even at fifty-something, he was high-tailing it out of there.
 
   “Where’s Lena?” Ben asks. He had not seen what I saw.
 
   I shake my head and can tell instantly how deeply saddened Masaru is. They must’ve been friends; after all they had stuck together at The Cantina when everyone else had abandoned the place. Too bad for Lena that she hadn’t gone with them.
 
   “I think she died trying to help us,” I say, hoping I can make him feel the least bit better.
 
   If she’d only known the traffic situation, she would’ve never stopped to find keys for a rental car. At least that’s what I thought she was trying to show me, before she was blown away.
 
   Sirens blare from two airport security trucks driving west down the median. The cars are also bumper to bumper trying to get into the airport, which is ridiculous. Where do they think they’re going?
 
   Many of the people from the line of cars have now stepped outside their vehicles—surprising, as cold as it is. Several of them stand on top of their hoods trying to get a better look. Better look at what? It’s all gone.
 
   We each pull out a bottle of water. Ben takes small sips, while I guzzle half of mine.
 
   “Better conserve, Claudia,” he says. I like that he’s always thinking, but I know there’s a Conoco down the road. I’ve lived here pretty much all of my life until I left for college. My parents happened to retire the same year and followed me. That’s how we all ended up down south.
 
   With three times as many planes circling now, there’s no place to traverse that’s one hundred percent safe. It’s evident we’re all thinking the same thing by the way we’re surveying our surroundings.
 
   “I think we should walk along the median,” Masaru recommends.
 
   I have to agree with him. With all the bare acreage around us, hopefully the planes will aim there, instead of where the cars and people are when they land or run out of gas. There’s just so many of them though. One would think there are no other airports. Are there? We don’t know about California, maybe all these planes were headed there.
 
   I throw my backpack over my shoulder and the three of us head west. The snow is already deep—maybe over a foot, so we step in the tracks of the security trucks.
 
   I hate being cold! So do all these other people obviously because most of them have climbed back inside their cars.
 
   My freezing fit is distracted by a woman on the eastbound side of Pena, who is screaming obscenities into her phone. The next thing I know, she has hurled it at me. I duck and it flies over my head.
 
   “Sorry!” she yells.
 
   I wave to her, accepting her apology.
 
   Thank God I keep everything. If I weren't wearing my old ski jacket, I’d be dying about now. I almost threw it out, trying to condense things for less space in my college apartment, but something told me to hang on to it. I also almost just wore a sweatshirt on the plane like I usually do, adding the layers from my checked suitcase before I leave the airport. But this time, I had an urge in my gut to keep the heavy jacket with me. Thanks Universe!
 
   We step to the right of the median as an ambulance with its siren roaring, moves fast in our direction. I guess it’s heading for the airport. Seems like a big mission for one ambulance crew.
 
   Up ahead, cars are turning around from the eastbound lane to the westbound lane, but they have no way to wedge in, so the median is quickly becoming a parking lot.
 
   “That’s not going to be good,” Ben comments on the jam.
 
   I think if we can just make it to the interstate we’ll be good. Surely, someone driving down I-70 will be heading into Denver and there has to be better resources there.
 
    Only eight or nine miles, I’m guessing. I wish I had my snow boots, but at least I’m not stuck in flip flops.
 
   I look at Ben’s feet. He’s wearing red Converse—they look brand new. How had I not noticed those before? I had worn them, my mom had worn them and I’m pretty sure grandpa had worn them. They’ve been around forever. Unfortunately, they aren’t going to be too friendly for the journey in the blizzard. Strange how I never apparently look at anyone’s feet unless it’s relevant.
 
   Masaru is wearing boots made of soft leather and fur. This guy grows more and more interesting by the minute. And he has some sort of weird wisdom like he always seems to know what other people are thinking.
 
   We traipse along through the brutal snow. I walk in the track on the left and Ben leads Masaru along the track on the right. I’m kind of glad everyone has gotten back inside their cars. I don’t think any of us wants to explain what we’ve seen in the past couple of hours.
 
   We’ve just about made it to the main rental car lots, when we see a man up ahead standing on top of the cab of his old Ford truck. He wears a coonskin hat and his beard is brown and full. He’s bundled up in a wool-lined coat and looks like he’s more ready to go hunting than pick someone up at the airport. What covered wagon has this guy stepped out of?
 
   The hunter guy pulls out a pair of camouflage binoculars and observes the airport. I know Ben must be crazy to get his hands on those. Yep. There he goes.
 
   “Sir?” Ben hurries toward the truck. “What’s your name? I’m Ben.”
 
   I can’t stop the giggle. Even with everything else that’s going on. He definitely has a thing about organizing the people he meets.
 
   “Edgar,” the burly man answers without looking down from the binoculars. “Come on up.” He sounds like what I might expect Paul Bunyan to sound like.
 
   Ben hops up onto the tailgate and then climbs up on the cab with a hand from Edgar. That’s when something that sounds like a sonic boom throws them both to the ground.
 
   I wait for a monster explosion at the airport, thinking the whole thing is probably about to go up, whatever’s left of it anyway. Nothing. Cold silence.
 
   “Ben!” I call out to him. “Are you okay?”
 
   He wipes the snow from his face. “I’m okay.” He has landed in a four-foot drift of snow on the shoulder of the outbound lanes.
 
   Masaru helps Edgar up off the ground and I pull Ben out of the drift. He doesn’t weigh much, but he’s pretty wedged in there. I give him a tug and stand him up, and then wipe the snow off of his back.
 
   “Thank you,” Ben says, brushing the rest of the loose snow off the front of his coat. “What do you think that was?”
 
   Edgar pulls the binoculars from around his neck and hands them to Ben. “Want to take that look now?”
 
    Ben gladly takes the binoculars from Edgar and climbs into the back of the truck and up on the cab. While he is doing that, Edgar grabs a rifle and an axe from the cab. I decide I like Edgar. Wherever we’re going to go, he should come with us.
 
   “Edgar, did you happen to hear anything else on the news? We heard California might-”
 
   “It’s gone,” he confirms before I even finish. “Biggest earthquake ever. Blew the scale right off the Richter. They think the impact of an asteroid caused it.”
 
   I think my heart stops. California is gone—just like that? What about the forty million people that live there?
 
   Ben holds the binoculars steady as he peers through them. He scans the airport grounds from left to right. “I don’t see anything, at least anything that we haven’t seen already.”
 
    “Second asteroid?” I ask. It has to have been. We’ve heard numerous planes crash and none of them shook us like that. A chill runs down my spine, which I’m surprised I even notice, as cold as I am. If Australia and California have vanished from the strike of the first asteroid, what’s going to happen now?
 
   The wind is brutal, cutting through my skin like a knife. I move in toward Masaru and Edgar, the three of us now huddling in a small circle to keep warm. Unfortunately, we won’t all fit inside the cab of Edgar’s truck.
 
   Masaru points to one of the rental car offices. “Let’s warm up in there.”
 
   Ben is still gazing through the binoculars.
 
   “B-Ben, s-see anything yet?” I call up to him. My teeth are chattering.
 
   “No,” he says climbing down from the cab of the truck.
 
   Trudging through the deep snow, we cut over to the rental car office. I can’t wait to step inside and defrost. I’m pretty tough, but I hate being cold, and living in Florida the past year, my blood has thinned for sure.
 
   We’re about to open the door to go inside, when Ben climbs up the ladder on the back of the transport van. “I want to take one more look,” he explains because we’re all staring at him.
 
   “Okay, we’ll be inside,” I say quickly, as I open the door. When we walk in, the blast of heat I had so longed for was missing. The lights were off. No power. Of course. It’s still warmer than outside.
 
   “We’re not renting any cars right now,” Jeff, as I see by his name tag, says.
 
   This guy certainly isn’t the sharpest tool in the shed. Does it look like we would be trying to rent a car right now?
 
   Sensing my annoyance, Edgar jumps in with a response. “Thanks, Jeff. We were just hoping to warm up...if that’s okay.”
 
   “Suit yourself, but probably going to lock up here and head home in a bit.”
 
   I look out the window at the never-ending line of cars that have probably not moved in hours. “Good luck with that.” It is a little strange the cars trying to exit haven’t moved.
 
   “Claudia? Claudia?” I hear Ben call for me. “Claudia!”
 
   I look out and the binoculars are glued to his face. “Claudia!”
 
   I run out the door. “Ben, what is it?”
 
   “I think you better take a look for yourself.” It’s the only time I’ve seen him nervous.
 
   I climb the ladder and step up on top of the van. Ben practically throws the binoculars at me. “Hurry!”
 
   I look through them, gazing at the airport. Dozens of planes have landed or crashed around the outskirts. But that’s not what he was looking at. Something has completely freaked him out.
 
   Then I see it—the massive wall of water moving toward the airport from the east. Water? It’s probably a minute from swallowing what remains of Denver International. I’d guess it’s less than five minutes from swallowing us.
 
   Desperate, I look around for the highest point. It’s the roof of another rental car office about a hundred yards west.
 
   “Ben! We have to get to that roof,” I say pointing over to it. We climb down from the top of the van and run inside.
 
   “Come on, we have to go!” I warn them.
 
   “What’s happened?” Masaru asks.
 
   “The water is coming,” is all I can say.
 
   “We’re all going to be underwater. We have to hurry!” Ben adds to the chaotic excitement. He ushers Masaru out the door and points him toward the other building. “That way, Masaru…over to the roof. Go!”
 
   He looks at Jeff and then turns to me and raises a brow.
 
   I think he is waiting for my approval. “Jeff, you’re welcome to come with us.” I can’t just leave someone to die on purpose.
 
   Unless, they’re stupid. He declines my invite, “Thanks, but I have to close up the shop.”
 
   I’m a little relieved as I have a feeling stupid people will get you killed in the situation we’re now in.
 
   Edgar holds the door for me. Wow, wouldn’t have expected him to be the chivalrous one, especially in the chaos. “After you, Miss.”
 
   I exit the building and race after Ben and Masaru, who are already a good twenty yards in front of us. Edgar follows close behind.
 
   I trudge through the snow as fast as I can. When I look back, the wall of water devours the entire airport. I stop to take a quick glance through the binoculars. I wouldn’t believe it if I hadn’t just seen it with my own eyes. For a few seconds, there’s nothing left above water, except for the flight towers and antennas. When the wave is finished, the snow peak rooftops and the second floor of the airport protrude from the water.
 
   “Claudia run!” I hear Ben yell and refocus myself. He’s already made it to the building. He climbs up the back of the shuttle parked nearby and springs up to the roof of the rental office. Masaru is fast behind.
 
   My heart is pounding and my lungs are frozen from inhaling the cold. I scale up the back of the shuttle and jump up to the roof. Edgar lands with a thud beside me. We all made it. Hopefully, it will be enough.
 
   The four of us stand on the roof, staring in disbelief as the water wall creeps eerily toward us. Cars were flipped over and washed away by its force. Pena Boulevard is vanishing.
 
   The raging water rushes toward the other rental office where Jeff is. I never saw him leave. Too late now, the office is completely submerged.
 
   The four of us join hands as the water approaches. I hold my breath, waiting to be swamped by the wave coming at us. I squeeze Ben’s hand extra tight. It feels like I’ve known him forever.
 
   I close my eyes and hear the swishing of the water flowing by us. I’m waiting for that cold wave to roll over my head. Maybe the water is so cold that I’ll be numb in seconds and won’t feel any pain.
 
   That cold wave of water hasn’t come yet. It should have. I open my eyes and the water is just a few inches below the roof. Masaru and Edgar both just shake their heads in disbelief.
 
   Ben smiles. “We made it.”
 
   Back where the airport used to be, debris is floating all across the top of the water. Are there any survivors? I watch helplessly, as two planes that appear to have run out of gas, dive into the ocean. One after the other, they explode on impact.
 
   “Unbelievable,” Masaru mumbles under his breath.
 
   “That must be the Atlantic,” Ben utters matter-of-factly, answering the question on the top of all of our minds. “What else could swamp this place like this?”
 
   “But, if that’s the Atlantic-” I don’t finish. If that’s the Atlantic, Florida is gone. My family, Ben’s mom, everyone east of here…gone.
 
   We are alive though. Now what?
 
   As if something has called for our attention, we all turn and look to the west, watching the Atlantic engulf everything in its path for miles. We’re stranded on a rooftop island in the middle of the ocean, in the middle of winter. We may have made it through two of the asteroids, and I don’t know how many crashing planes, but now we are probably going to die of hyperthermia—unless the third asteroid kills us first.
 
   Our silent shock is broken by splashing coming from the other side of the building. I move to get up to check it out, but Edgar stands up first. “Wait here, I’ll take a look.”
 
   He goes to the edge of the roof and kneels down, rushing to help once he sees what waits in the water. “Here take my hand,” he shouts to someone down below.
 
   He lifts a medium-sized wooden trunk up onto the roof. It tumbles over when he throws it to the side. Leaning down, he extends his hand out and pulls a small woman up onto the roof. She looks to be at least sixty. She darts to her trunk and turns it over, right side up.
 
   “Careful,” she scolds. It’s something important to her. “Always knew the stuff inside might save a life, didn’t know the trunk itself would.” And then she chuckles, or cackles would be more accurate.
 
   “Are you all right, ma’am?” Edgar is polite as a southern gent.
 
   She’s soaking wet, but doesn’t appear to be cold. Weird because I’m getting colder just looking at her.
 
   “Yes, I’m quite fine, dear. Thank you for helping us out,” she replies wringing out her gypsy-like skirt.
 
   Us? I only see her.
 
   She opens the trunk and a pigeon hops out onto her shoulder. “Oh, Bernie, it’s going to be too cold for you out here.”
 
   Inside her trunk, she has a variety of dark glass bottles and beacons. Are those darts? There are all sorts of oddities inside. Ben will have a hay day. I can already see the glow in his eyes as he quickly surveys the contents.
 
   “What’s your name,” Ben asks, staying in character.
 
   “Elsie. Elsie Grey. What’s yours?”
 
   Speaking of grey, the sky has been grey under the dark particle cloud all day, but night is setting in on us now. It looks like we’re sleeping up here—out here.
 
   “Benjamin Willoby,” he says. “But you can call me Ben.” He must like her, so I will too—even if she does have all that weird stuff in her trunk.
 
    “M-m-my n-na-name i-is-” I’m so cold, I can’t speak.
 
   “Her name is Claudia and she’s my friend,” Ben finishes for me and then pulls a blow torch out of his pack. “Elsie, we’re going to need to burn that tonight. It’ll keep us warm.”
 
   Thank God, Ben! Great idea.
 
   “That’s a horrible idea,” Elsie snaps. “What about all my stuff inside? What about Bernie?”
 
   “You can take your stuff out. We’ll all freeze to death tonight if we don’t,” Edgar adds, “including Bernie.”
 
   She looks at each one of us dead in the eyes. Taking Bernie from her shoulder, she places him inside her wet coat. “Guess I do need to dry out. Old woman like me, I could be freezing to death and I wouldn’t even feel it.” She nods for Ben to take her trunk. “You can set my stuff anywhere over there,” she directs him toward the center of the roof.
 
   “Yes, ma’am,” Ben agrees politely. “And thank you,” he adds before carrying the trunk away. It’s made of cherry wood, so it should burn for a little while at least. Sad we have to destroy it. It’s beautifully carved and looks like it might be as old as her, if not older.
 
   Ben torches the trunk near one of the corners of the building. That way if the roof catches fire, we should be able to contain it. Edgar, Masaru and I go over to the edge of the roof to catch any floating debris that we can add to increase our flame.
 
   The five of us gather around the warm blaze, huddling close together. The chill still runs up the back of my neck now and then, but I don’t think I’ll freeze to death - at least not tonight.
 
   Just as that thought crosses my mind, a body floats by strapped into an airplane seat cushion. The woman is ghostly white and there’s a thin layer of ice forming on her.
 
   Are we the only survivors? I look around for any motion in the water. It’s eerie how quiet it is.
 
   It’s late and we’re all starting to doze off here and there, although no one can really sleep. We stare in silence at the flames and at the full moon, which lights up the mysterious blackness of the water around us.
 
   Suddenly, I think I see something hit the moon. I wipe my eyes to clear my vision. I’m so tired—I’m probably just starting to see things.
 
   Ben catches me staring. “Did you see that, too?”
 
   “I saw it,” Elsie interjects.
 
   “Me, too,” Masaru adds.
 
   Edgar snores away. He didn’t see it.
 
   We stare in disbelief at the huge black spot on the surface of the moon. It wasn’t there just a few seconds before.
 
   The third asteroid has missed us. I exhale a deep breath and the tears begin to stream down my face. The true reality of the day has hit me. My parents are probably dead. My brother most likely didn’t make it either, nor did Ben’s father. Our lives have been turned upside down, changed forever.
 
    
 
   


  
 

Thank you for downloading End of the World—The Dark Days series, Episode 1. If you enjoy this story, please be sure to download Dorian Lennox--The Dark Days series, Episode 2.
 
    
 
   I would love to hear what you think, so please leave a review at Amazon, or any other retailer where you downloaded the episode, or send me an email at ginger@authorscave.com.
 
    
 
   Also please check out the first episode of my other series, Crash Landing—The Aurora Conspiracy Prequel series, Episode 1
 
    
 
   Follow me at:
 
    
 
   Facebook - TheDarkDaysSeries
 
   Dark Days at Google+
 
   www.auroraconspiracy.com
 
   Quest of the Hybrid at Google+
 
   www.authorscave.com
 
   @AuroraConspiraC
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