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CHAPTER 1

Cheyenne, WY
“I never thought I’d say it, but waiting is somehow more exhausting than being on the road.” Grace and her friends had escaped through the roadblock out of Cheyenne, Wyoming, but it wasn’t the ending she’d hoped for. The military had other barricades in place, designed to keep people far away from the potentially radioactive pieces of the Petteri-2 spaceship. They were forced to spend the night in her truck, wait an entire day, then spend a second night in the Chevy.
Shawn Runs Hard and his son, Logan, spent their time talking to other drivers, always hoping for a way to travel to the Denver airport without being a burden on her. In the new morning, the pair was gone again, so it was only her and Asher in the truck, like old times.
“I mean, I’m glad we’re not dodging bullets and stuff, but we’ve got to get to Denver before my dad gets there.” Grace hadn’t talked to her father for over twenty-four hours, so she imagined him already driving around Denver looking for her.
Asher tapped his fancy watch-phone. “I wish this thing could connect. I’d be able to get some news.”
She’d put her hair in a ponytail. The lack of shower facilities was a disappointment for her greasy locks, though Asher’s wild hair was much worse. It reminded her of a silly string explosion gone wrong. She tried not to giggle while talking to him. “I wonder what they’re doing back at Yellowstone. I know we had no choice in how it went down, but, technically, I think I abandoned my post. I wonder if I’m going to be fired when this is all over…”
“You didn’t abandon anything. You saved whoever was left by clearing them out of the park. Don’t ever forget it.”
“I’ll try not to,” she said with the satisfaction he was right.
They’d both reclined their seats to try to sleep, but he’d brought his up about halfway. The truck pointed south along with the rest of the stopped traffic, toward Denver and as the sun rose over the eastern grasslands, it cast her passenger in soft, morning light. It might have had a romantic aura, except for his chaotic hair and the crazy way he was looking at her.
“What?” she mused.
“I’m amazed you even remember your former job. I’ve been with you for, what, four days, and I can barely remember working at the TKM office in Bozeman. They probably won’t even notice I’m gone, honestly. There were a million people in the place.”
“Really? It was a big office?”
Asher shrugged. “It felt like it. TKM is a company flush with cash. I think they had more people working there than they needed. Especially in the weeks leading up to the arrival of the Tuonela asteroid, since that was supposed to be the company’s golden goose.”
“But not for you. Did any of those new people prod you to head out into the field, or was that your decision?” She’d found him almost dead in the Yellowstone wilderness, but she’d never really asked him the details of why he’d gone out there.
“Mine. Most of the people arriving were financial, or security. I think they anticipated mining the asteroid on the moon would result in every employee becoming a millionaire, so they wanted to have their financial and tax records in order. My interest was more pragmatic. I knew about the accident above the moon almost as soon as it happened.”
The industrial accident had changed her world. Asher came into her life as suddenly as the fallen rock, and with almost as much impact. Now she couldn’t imagine going back to her old life without him. With a little coaxing, she hoped to convince him to become a park ranger. There was steep competition to get cherry assignments like Yellowstone, but she was confident her actions in saving people would give her a little sway in hiring decisions. At least for him.
Asher sat up. “They’re moving!”
She adjusted her seat. Up ahead, red brake lights turned on, one car after the next, in a procession. It meant someone was moving at the front of the pack.
“We’ve got to find Shawn and Logan,” she complained.
“I’m on it,” Asher replied, hopping out of the truck.
She had a few minutes to watch the chain of red lights get closer. The terrain was flat as a board, making it easy to see for miles. She started the truck, adding her lights to the display, afraid she was going to hold up those behind her if she needed to wait for her people.
“Come on,” she fretted, craning her neck to see out the window. It would be her luck she’d pull over to wait for them, but then the military would close the roadblock again, trapping them for another day.
Vehicles began moving a couple hundred yards to the front of her, and she was certain it would reach her before the men came back, but Asher opened his door a few seconds later. “I found ’em.”
Shawn and Logan climbed in through the one good door in the rear. “Thanks for coming to get us,” the broad-shouldered tribe leader said. “It would be a long walk back to Crow Agency.” He laughed at his joke, though there was an underpinning of fear in his voice.
“Don’t worry. We weren’t going to leave you. I was going to pull over if you didn’t make it, but I’m glad you did. We’ll stick with this group.” Almost as she said it, the van ahead of her began to roll.
“Get us to the airport and we’ll be out of your hair. You can’t believe how many people we spoke to about getting a ride. No one was willing to risk cutting cross-country to go around the roadblock. It’s like they’re afraid of the government or something.” He chuckled knowingly, stroking his grayish stubble, which was quickly becoming a beard. Given that she’d found him on the flat plains, the Native American reminded her of a mountain man, without the mountain.
Logan laughed too. “You guys might not know this, but the government hasn’t always had the Crow Nation’s back. What surprised me and Dad is that other people share our concerns. No one really likes the feds.”
She tried to be impartial, but it was impossible to forget the fact she was an agent of said government. Her uniform had been instrumental in getting them through some of their earlier adventures, and she didn’t mind being associated with Uncle Sam when it helped her. But now, perhaps it was a liability. She’d have to let the thought simmer. “Lucky for you, two of the best government agents are on your side.”
Asher flashed her an awkward smile, reminding her he wasn’t truly an agent, though he couldn’t change out of his uniform yet. His suit was back in the Yellowstone police station, gone for good, and they weren’t going to be hitting the mall any time in the near future.
She finished her thought. “Anyway, I promise we’ll stick with you until you get where you’re going.”
The highway moved not much faster than a glacier, especially when they passed the gaggle of parked Humvees where the roadblock used to be. But at least the endless hours of waiting were finally over.
Alton, IL
“You enjoying your time off the boat?” Ezra asked Butch as they sat on the shore.
“I want to get moving, for your sake.” Butch pointed to Susan’s Grace, which was tied to a tree along the washed-out waterfront of Alton, Illinois. “As long as the rain stays away.”
Two nights ago, after getting clear of the clogged river underneath the shadow of the Gateway Arch, Ezra decided to camp along the waterway, within earshot of the blockage on the river. He figured if they heard the water howling through the metal trusses and warped barge hulls, the river was closed, and the pirates couldn’t get their boats upriver to chase them.
“Yeah, that storm was a kick in the beanbag, wasn’t it?” He glanced downriver, toward the confluence of the Missouri and Mississippi Rivers. They needed to go up the Missouri River to take the most direct route to Grace out in Denver, but he’d missed the entrance the day before. After they left their camp spot near downtown St. Louis, a brutal storm whipped up and killed their visibility. He drove the boat as far as he dared, but once he saw the town of Alton, he knew he’d missed the turn and needed to pull over. “And it didn’t help that the flooding made the merging rivers into a giant lake.”
They’d spent the entire day and night on the riverbank huddled under a tarp while waiting for the rain to finally stop. They only made one side trip into town, to get five gallons of gasoline. As Ezra looked out on the dirt-brown river not long after sunrise, the bad weather finally seemed to have cleared out. He stood up and stretched.
“Hey, before you go, are you two interested in a job?” A man in a navy-blue rain jacket stood on the wooded shoreline above them.
Ezra looked back. “We’re not from around here.”
“It’s fine,” the man said in an agreeable tone. “The job ain’t really around here, neither. It’s running security for our mining operations in southern Illinois and Paducah.”
“Pass,” Ezra exclaimed, a little miffed to have solicitors visit him no matter where he was. He didn’t want to engage the man by telling him they’d recently come from Paducah, and mining operations weren’t going to be very useful when the city was underwater.
The guy huffed to himself before clearing out.
“That was random,” Butch said, once the guy was farther down the shore, harassing some of the other boaters who’d salvaged their craft from the high waters.
“Agreed,” Ezra replied. “Maybe we should tell him about those pirates. They could use some honest work. The hard labor in a mine would do them good.”
Butch adjusted himself on his rock, then stood alongside him. “Those men need more than honest work. They preyed on people who’d lost everything in the flooding. Those boats cost a lot of money, not to mention what they probably did to the owners. They need to be put down.”
“I don’t argue with my first mate,” Ezra declared. “Let’s collect our gear and get the rock out of here.” He kicked the wet stone he’d been using as his recliner.
Fortunately, they were able to scrounge a couple of rain ponchos from inside one of the boat’s hidey holes. He and Susan had kept a few emergency items like sunscreen, rags for wiping water from equipment, and rain ponchos in there. His was dark green and fit perfectly. Susan’s was light gray, almost white, and Butch had to tear open the front to fit it over his broad shoulders. The hood was fine, but he wore the rest as a makeshift cape.
They didn’t have much for gear, but the stuff they did have was as good as gold. Thanks to Darius, they didn’t have to give up one of the rifles to pay him for the tow over the cobblestones. It left them with the two rifles, two backpacks filled with ammo, a camp shovel, and other odds and ends, plus the big tarp they’d taken from Roger’s house.
Everything was neatly placed between their seats when the cold-call salesman came back.
“Hey! Before you go, will you tell anyone you meet about us? I work for Tikkanen Kinetic Mining, TKM for short. We pay better than any outfit around. I promise you that!”
“Is it so hard to find helpers?” he replied, still not sure he wanted to engage with the man, but curious as to what would drive someone to scour the wooded outskirts of a small river town.
The man chuckled in a gruff tone. “Mister, you have no idea how long I’ve been trying to get the right candidates. Mining is hard work. So is protecting the miners, if you know what I mean.”
Ezra wasn’t satisfied with the answer, but he’d had enough. Butch was already on board, so he gathered the tow line, tossed it into the front, and then pushed off. “Well, good luck. I bet it’s harder than it looks.”
“It is,” the man said dryly.
A drizzle started up almost the second he got behind the wheel. “We need to find a rain tent for this tub. I’m not going to drive a thousand miles while having rain slap in my face, you know?” With time, he might be able to construct a frame to go over the seats. Then he could drape his tarp over the top to give him a roof. That said, it would be a lot easier if they could find a tent or rain fly and use the readymade poles and material.
“I’ll keep an eye out,” Butch replied, dutifully looking into the water for whatever treasures it might yield. There was certainly a lot of trash floating by. It wasn’t impossible to imagine a rain fly being in there.
Ezra kept his attention on the man at the shore as he kicked on the outboard motor and throttled up. For some reason, it bothered him to think of any company scavenging around Paducah. He was almost positive they couldn’t have cleared away the bodies, much less buried them. Going into a disaster for financial gain seemed very wrong.
TKM isn’t my problem. 




CHAPTER 2

Loveland, CO
The change took place so gradually, she barely noticed. Somewhere in the fifty miles between Cheyenne, Wyoming and Loveland, Colorado, passenger cars exited the highway while work trucks came on. What started out as a bunch of cars that might have been heading out for summer vacation now looked entirely different.
“Do you get the feeling we’re in a construction zone?” Asher remarked, voicing what she’d already been thinking.
“You see it, too?” she replied, dropping their speed down to fifty.
“Uh, yeah. How can you miss it? There’re flatbeds of tractors and digging equipment from here to the horizon.” He pointed south. The land now wasn’t as flat or as boring as Wyoming, but they were able to see long stretches of highway ahead of them as they’d done back in the Cowboy State. It looked as though everyone was heading south. The northbound lanes were tantalizingly empty.
“Where do you think they’re all going?” Logan asked from the backseat, suddenly interested in what was happening.
“I don’t know. We haven’t been able to follow the news for a while. At this point, I’d say they’re going to Denver, like us.” The military had been tight-lipped about events taking place beyond the Cheyenne checkpoint, and the radio stations in the area didn’t play anything other than the emergency broadcast tone or dead air. Having a newscaster tell her what to expect ahead could have made all the difference.
“The highway to the airport should be coming up soon. It goes around the city, not through it.” Shawn Runs Hard spoke calmly, like it was all going to work out.
Minutes later, her speed dropped to about forty. The traffic became molasses thick, as if they were in the stop-and-go traffic of rush hour. She’d gotten enough of that traveling I-24 near Paducah, though back home was toddler-sized compared to what was around her.
“Hang on, I’m asking someone.” She slowed to match the speed of the yellow pickup truck next to her, then waited to catch the attention of the man sitting in the passenger seat. The sign on the door said something about construction, which was what she needed. When she looked up, the man faced her way.
She motioned for him to roll his window down, which he was anxious to do. The middle-aged man wore a black ball cap and smoked a cigarette. He flashed her a little wave and smiled, perhaps thinking she was coming on to him.
“What’s going on up there?” She had to shout over the wind and tire noise.
“We’re heading to Denver. How about you, missy?” Yep, he was hitting on her.
“I need to know what all these trucks are doing. What’s ahead?”
The man was visibly disappointed. “We’re all going to the same place. Some Indian chief said the meteors that fell to the ground a few days ago are worth billions of dollars! Every truck in this line is heading there to try to get a chunk of it.” He renewed his smile. “Want to go?”
“Thanks, but I already have someone.” She leaned back, hoping he saw Asher across the front seat. She gave a curt wave as thanks, then rolled up her window.
“Who was this Indian chief of whom he speaks?” Shawn Runs Hard asked sarcastically.
“I think he meant you, Dad,” Logan replied seriously. She and Asher cracked up at the fourteen-year-old Captain Obvious.
They drove for another hour before they saw the big green sign showing the way to Denver International Airport. She guided the truck onto the flyover ramp heading east, pleased to see almost everyone else in the line continuing toward Denver. Once they were clear, she had the truck back to eighty miles per hour. “We’ll be there in less than sixty minutes,” she announced after seeing the mileage remaining on another sign.
“I hope you’re right,” Shawn said in an ominous tone.
Besides taller mountains to the west, the landscape leading toward the interchange wasn’t that different than any other part of their drive from Cheyenne. There was lots of grassland, and a few more rolling hills around the highway, but not much for towns or cities, at least on the north side of the road. Then, as the truck hit a high spot in the route, the sprawling metropolis of Denver was laid out before her to the south of them. It was as if the town’s streets, homes, and buildings wanted nothing to do with the land north of the east-west highway.
“Oh no,” Asher said, pointing to another sign.
“Somehow we got on a toll road.”
She chuckled. “They can bill me. I’m not stopping again for anything until we reach the airport.”
“It’s all automated,” Shawn said from the backseat. “They’ll take a picture of your license plate, then send a letter to your address asking for payment.”
“Then we’re fine,” she reasoned. “I’m not even sure the license plates are still on this thing and, even if they were, the bill would go to 123 Yellowstone Park, not my apartment.”
She glanced over to Asher, wondering if he was going to let it bother him. Grace had stopped worrying about such things back when the bison rammed her. She would gladly pay for the entire truck if it meant her life was no longer in danger and the world was back to normal.
A few miles later, they crossed a small stream with lots of green shrubs and grass hugging the shore. A bike path ran alongside the water, and it appeared to go south, toward the dense part of the sprawl. No one was down there at the edge of the city. Why would they be? Everyone was heading downtown to get rich, apparently.
Another quarter of a mile more, and they saw a few houses near an off-ramp and bridge over the highway. A half-dozen cars were parked on the roadway’s shoulder, but they were all facing the other direction. She’d sped by before figuring out what they were doing.
She drove a few more miles, thinking they were in the clear for getting somewhere, but the illusion burst when they approached the off-ramp to the airport.
“Oh. Crap.” She slowed significantly, easing into a procession of cars already on the ramp.
“What now?” Logan asked with annoyance.
A line of cars and people were on the intersecting highway. There were no trees, and only a few rolling hills, making it easy to see the scope of the situation. If the other highway was crammed with work trucks heading south, this one was filled with regular people, many on foot, heading east toward the airport. As best she could tell from so far away, none of the cars were moving. To make matters worse, the fleeing citizens had gone onto the opposite lanes of traffic, stopping up both directions of the highway.
“We’ve got a problem,” she deadpanned.
Alton, IL
Ezra was glad to be moving again, but once he and Butch were floating free on the river, he immediately went back to worrying about the pirates. The recent heavy rain could have blown the blockage in St. Louis wide open. He’d soon convinced himself every speck of white far down the river was the big towboat coming to get them.
“We have to go south a couple of miles, as fast as possible, then we’ll catch the Missouri River.” It burned him to retrace his steps. Some of the pain could have been erased if he’d floated with the current rather than use fuel, but the threat of the pirates made him push the motor to get it over with.
“I think I’m getting the hang of this boating thing,” Butch remarked.
“You can drive later, if you want. We’re going to be on the water for a week or more, I’m betting. I can’t do it all on my own.” To get to Grace, he would willingly travel alone if there was no other choice, but he was glad to have the help.
Butch held up his hands in a “No thanks” gesture. “I’m happy to be a crewman on this tub, though I have to wonder why the passenger seat is to your left. Shouldn’t it be the other way around?”
Ezra became reflective. Susan had asked that same question not too long ago. He’d had no idea at the time, so he went and looked it up for her. “There’s a few schools of thought on the topic.” He settled into his seat. “First, the propeller turns clockwise, and the torque forces the lefthand side of the hull down. By placing the driver on the right side, it offsets the tilt.”
“So, I’m wrecking the balance,” Butch remarked, “by putting more weight on this side.”
“A little, but we have pontoons instead of a regular hull. I doubt either of us has any effect on the tilt of the boat.”
“So, it’s ceremonial,” the big man added.
“Yeah, but the second reason is because boat drivers have to scan this side to ensure it’s clear. We always pass oncoming boats by veering to the right, so it helps to be seated on this side.”
The deck had been crushed when the boat flipped on the first night, so the low railing was gone, as were the sun visor and windshield. There was nothing blocking Ezra’s view toward their front, which turned out to be a blessing. He needed the open floorplan due to all the debris still on the water.
“Well, I guess your reasons make sense.”
Ezra wasn’t done. “There’s also some research which says ancient mariners used to put their steering oars on the right side, since most people were right-handed. Over the years, that led to the tradition of docking on the left and passing on the right, since they wanted to keep their steering apparatus clear of everything else on the water.”
Butch tugged at his cowboy hat. “Now you’re just showing off, boss.”
“Yeah, I researched this for someone else. I’m glad I got to use it again.”
His friend looked over and Ezra sensed the man gauging whether he should ask who he meant. He seemed to conclude it wasn’t proper to press the issue, so he went back to watching the water.
Susan, we’re back on your boat. Let me know if there’s trouble up ahead.
He knew there was.
Denver, CO
Petteri had spent the last twenty-four hours watching his men whittle away the big chunk of rock. The giant asteroid fragment sat between two buildings in the Lodo neighborhood of Denver. While the excavation took place, the TKM staff moved from the exposed tents and into one of the adjacent office towers. The ten-story structure gave him a perfect view of the entire operation, but it also got him out of the way of stray bullets, which had become a problem. “Howard, what have you got for me today?” The “accident” with the PWI diggers had taken place two days ago. They’d spent the next day meticulously cleaning up all the dead bodies, careful to burn each one in a mobile trash incinerator. He explained to his workers it was necessary to burn them to avoid health issues. They seemed to appreciate his concern.
“Sir, we’ve estimated it will take almost five hundred dump-truck loads to get this entire structure shipped to a secure TKM facility. So far, we’ve only been able to get thirty truckloads of ore out of the city, and the pace is slowing. Part of it is a result of congestion on the roads in and out of the downtown area, but we’ve also picked up a few…” He hesitated.
“What?” Petteri said with impatience.
“Some of the people are sneaking into our slag piles and stealing whatever they can carry. When I looked into how they’re getting close to our operation, I found out some men on the police cordon have abandoned their positions.”
“Dammit,” he said, careful not to show any out-of-control emotions, as he’d done when he learned about the Crow Nation’s attempt to legally out-maneuver him. “If more police abandon their lines, we’re going to be at the mercy of the average schmoes out there. Pay the local law whatever you have to. That protective buffer must be maintained.”
“Very good, sir. I’ll dispatch a facilitator immediately.”
“Send whatever you need, but I want you to work on getting more of our men here as soon as you can. If all the police abandon us, we’re going to have to defend this street ourselves. You’re going to have to put those Army skills back into use.”
Howard’s face drained in a most satisfying way. It meant the man knew he’d been put on the hot seat. “I understand.”
Petteri had been studying the situation around America and kept a solid grasp of what he needed to do to protect his investment. He’d gone to astronomical lengths to hide the true contents of his asteroid from everyone while it was in space, but piles of gold, platinum, and other rarer minerals were never going to stay hidden once it all fell to Earth. Having Howard keep the police in line and bring in more muscle would serve for the rock down on the street, but he needed a more powerful ally to address similar problems at all the other dig sites.
“Before you go, can you tell Dorothy I need to see her?” He’d been anxious to get the young lady in front of Mr. Stricker, and he’d soon have the opportunity. The secretary of homeland security was coming from Washington so they could speak face-to-face, without the need to code everything as they had to do over the phone.
“I’m on it,” Howard said while scurrying out of the room.
He went back to looking out the top-floor window. The dig site below was a hub of activity filled with TKM men and equipment. Quietly, he spoke to himself. “Thirty loads down, four-hundred and seventy to go.”




CHAPTER 3

Denver International Airport, CO
Grace had learned a great deal about refugees and fleeing from calamity over the past several days, so she knew to be careful. She parked the truck on the long exit ramp, far from the line of stopped vehicles on the intersecting road heading under the overpass. After discussing their next move while still inside the truck, they decided the walkers didn’t seem desperate or violent, so it was safe to go out and ask them a few questions.
“I can’t even see the airport from here,” Logan remarked, when they were close to the people. “Do they know where they’re going?”
“Yes. It’s over those hills, a couple of miles that way.” Shawn Runs Hard pointed east, toward a rise in the highway. Other than the ant-like procession of cars and people, the land was barren and empty, with tufts of grass dotting the countryside, but not much else. In the other direction, the line came from on top of another hill, making it appear the refugees were walking from one side of a bowl to the other.
Grace and Asher had their uniforms, complete with straw hats and the borrowed police utility belts. She suggested they walk together, with Shawn and Logan bringing up the rear. It seemed legitimate to use her authority to get someone to talk to them. “Excuse me! Where is everyone going?”
A pair of older women, both Hispanic, immediately veered out of the line to get closer to her. They were dressed in casual slacks and loose-fitting blouses, with canvas backpacks over their shoulders. One of them waved for her partner to stop in front of Grace. “Don’t you know, miss? A bomb went off in downtown Denver. We saw the missile fall from the sky. The mayor told everyone to evacuate. We are going back to Mexico until all this blows over.”
“Mexico?” she replied before glancing toward the airport. “Do you have a flight already lined up?”
“No,” the woman admitted, “but we’ve got to try.” She looked at Grace and her friends with a discerning eye. “Do you, by chance, have any water? We did not come prepared for a long walk.”
“I think we do,” she replied, before correcting herself. “Well…” She knew they had a few bottles of water in the cargo area. Shawn’s brother Calvin had tossed them in when they went to look for the asteroid fragment on Crow lands. There were tens of thousands of people in the line. It wouldn’t help anyone to promise water to only two of them.
“What I meant is, we did have some.”
Grace excused herself and went back to Logan. “Will you run back to the truck and get one of the bottles of water? I want you to hide it, though, when you return. We’re going to sneak it to these two, but we don’t want to start a riot.”
Logan nodded in understanding and headed back.
“My associate will check if we have any left. We’ve been on the road a long time ourselves.” She craned her neck to see toward Denver. “What else can you tell us about the city? Has this line been here for a while?” Grace assumed it would be helpful to Shawn and Logan to know whether the line of people in front of them represented the beginning of the line, or the end.
The woman brushed away some of her long gray hair, then shifted the bag on her back. “Sí, we have been walking since last night. No one wanted to stop during the darkness, or they’d fall behind. I’m told the airport isn’t far from here, and we are very slow, so I would say we are close to the back.”
Grace checked again. The line seemed as thick coming over the hill a couple of miles away as it did in front of her. She didn’t want to contradict the woman, but there didn’t seem to be an end. It meant the airport wasn’t going to be able to hold everyone.
The tired woman spoke in a hushed voice. “The good news is Petteri Tikkanen is back in Denver, cleaning it up for us. He’s the richest man in the world. We passed one of his trucks earlier this morning. It was parked on the side of the road, but the relief supplies had already been emptied out. At least he’s trying to help us, unlike the officials in the city.” She finished by spitting on the ground, dangerously close to her boot.
The lady grinned sheepishly. “Sorry. I didn’t mean to do that.”
“I understand,” Grace commiserated. “I haven’t seen many city leaders taking care of those affected by this disaster.” From Yellowstone to Billings, it was people like her and Asher taking charge, rather than the leaders who were paid to manage their jurisdictions. Only Shawn Runs Hard seemed to have a plan, though he was constantly thwarted by others.
As they spoke, a line of forest-colored Humvees came out from underneath the overpass. The convoy squeezed by on the shoulder, going against traffic since the refugee wave hogged all six lanes of the highway.
“What are they doing?” she asked the ladies.
“Army trucks have been going back toward the city all night. They go everywhere but on the highway, since it’s blocked by stopped cars.”
The woman’s partner, who up until that point had said nothing, added, “And they don’t stop to give two old ladies any assistance.”
The military trucks drove through the grass as they cleared out from under the bridge, then continued behind Grace. At first, she thought they were aiming toward her NPS truck, but they shot across the off ramp and went out into an empty field of grass.
Logan came running back as soon as they passed. He gave Grace a knowing smile, then transferred a bottle of water to the lady they’d been speaking with.
“Gracias,” she replied. “We must move now.”
Grace understood. No matter how large the line, each second they delayed was one more seat filled on their airplane back to Mexico. She was convinced, however, there weren’t going to be enough planes. No airport could hold as many passengers as were on the highway before her.
She turned back to Shawn. “Sir, I don’t think you’re going to make it to Washington, DC. There are too many people fleeing the city already. You and Logan would be in danger if you tried to join them and find a flight.”
As Logan returned to his father’s side, the older man studied the situation sprawled out before them. What calculations was the tribe elder making? How far would he go to fight the legal battle on behalf of his tribe?
A helicopter swooped in low from somewhere to the north. The whomp-whomp sound caught her attention and drew eyes toward the featureless tract of land where it prepared to touch down. The Humvees were almost at the same spot, hinting at a military rendezvous. Grace pointed toward the field.
“Maybe the Army can give us some answers,” she said dryly.
St. Charles, MO
Ezra and Butch had wasted a day waiting in Alton, so when they went back down the river to locate the entrance to the Missouri River, he expected a bit of a challenge. Instead, though the water was still high, it wasn’t flooding. It made the junction extremely obvious.
“How’d you miss this?” Butch laughed.
“You were there, too. How’d you miss it?” He found it funny, but couldn’t deny the reality of their error. Between the sideways rain and fog, high waters, and endless flows of trash, they’d completely missed the second waterway.
“This ain’t good,” he said while halting his progress in the strong eddies where the two rivers came together. The Missouri River was as clogged with trash and debris as the oxbow bend where they’d almost died. The pieces moved fast, as if everything was on a conveyor belt coming directly from the trash dump.
“Should we wait a little longer?” Butch asked.
“No,” he said reflexively. “We have to make up for lost time, not waste more of it.” He glanced over to Butch, not sure if he’d snapped at him. “I hear what you’re saying, but my boat can handle this. It’s not much different than what we saw in the oxbow bend.”
Butch pointed to the fast-moving junk. “Except it wasn’t flowing like this.”
The trees weren’t as scoured and leafless on the Missouri River side as they’d witnessed on the Mississippi, indicating the rushing floodwaters down at Cairo hadn’t come from the new river. That was a bit of luck, as it suggested they might find intact marinas and gas stations farther upstream. But to get there, they needed to go into the hurricane swirls of debris coming at them.
Ezra nudged Susan’s Grace into the current, keeping the bow pointed upriver so he had a direct view of what was coming at them. After clunking against big pieces of driftwood, he stood at the wheel to get a clearer view of their route.
“Want me to get in the front and warn you what’s coming?” Butch asked, without much enthusiasm.
“Naw, I appreciate it, but I can see now. You keep an eye out for everything else, including helicopters and pirate boats.” He didn’t expect the pirates to already be upriver, but the pirates also had a helicopter. An airborne search unit could cover a lot of ground, especially as the skies were clearer in the new day.
“Good. I prefer to keep my butt here in this chair.”
“You big baby,” Ezra replied in jest.
Butch cracked up laughing, but he didn’t dispute the playful tease.
It was painfully slow going for Ezra. Since he was unable to open up the throttle, he figured they were barely outpacing the current. After about fifteen minutes, he could still look back and see the junction of the two rivers. Ahead, with trees on both sides of the big waterway, it was hard to find landmarks to time their progress. As he was lost in thought about what to expect, Susan’s Grace struck something big in the water. He bumped into the steering wheel as the sound of the impact resonated through the length of the pontoons.
“What the!” Butch wailed, almost sliding off his seat.
A large shape passed underneath them, rolling sideways with the current, much like he imagined a dead whale might look. The current pushed it along the bottom, but when it struck rocks down there, the container shifted, poking one end out of the water. “It has tires! I think it’s a semi-truck’s trailer,” he reasoned, watching over the side.
After it passed, he was tempted to slow the boat even further. Ahead, shipping containers bobbed in the current, along with a city’s worth of trash. Rather than delay even more, he angled toward the edge of the stream where there seemed to be less debris. “We’ll stay out of the path of the big boys,” he advised.
He’d gotten around another bend in the river before he neared the edge of the flow; a highway and railroad bridge crossed the water about a mile ahead. He was looking at the structures when the boat jerked forward. The motor made an unusual whirring sound, which he’d only heard one time in all his years on the water.
He let off the throttle, which killed the horrible noise, but also stopped their remaining forward momentum. A large orange shipping container floated toward them and slammed against the left pontoon, causing Butch to once again leave his seat and huddle on the floor next to his chair. “I’ll hang out down here.”
“Some junk got wrapped around the prop.” Ezra tried not to sound panicked, though his heart raced at the realization they were at the mercy of the fickle river. The last time he experienced the grinding halt, he’d been in the middle of Kentucky Lake, but back then he had a trolling motor, which made it easy for him to limp home. The little fishing motor got ripped off when the boat flipped, back in Kentucky. He didn’t even own a paddle. They were in danger of becoming another piece of trash floating down the river.
“Uh, E-Z, you know I trust you, but this is a turn of events I didn’t expect. What do we need to do to get out of this?” Butch crouched in the middle of the boat, like he expected trouble to come at him from any direction.
Ezra raised the motor, so it was almost out of the water. The slight cant in their position made it impossible to get it all the way out. Still, it was enough. Ezra knew what he needed to do if they wanted to keep the boat.
“I guess I’m going for a swim.”




CHAPTER 4

Denver International Airport, CO
After watching the two older women walk away, Grace hurriedly huddled with her friends. “I think we should follow those trucks and get some answers from the military. If nothing else, we’ll know if you and Logan have any shot at catching a plane.”
The Crow Nation chairman nodded seriously. “It would help us greatly to know what’s ahead.”
She glanced to Asher, believing he would almost certainly support her idea. Instead, she found him staring at the Humvees rather than listening to her. “Hey, Ash, you okay?”
After a brief pause, she poked him gently in the ribs.
“You in there?”
He sprang to attention. “Oh, sorry. I heard what you said about going to those guys. It’s…well, they don’t appear to want any company.” The military formation came to a halt a hundred yards off the roadway, though they’d lined up side-by-side, all facing away from the river of refugees. The helicopter had zeroed in on the trucks and hovered above them.
“Come on, this is too weird. The Army works for us, right? We pay their salaries.” She hated saying that. She’d heard the same argument from rude park visitors ever since she’d started. Not many, but enough. The jerks who figured taxpayer money gave them exclusive license to order her around. It wasn’t a good way to get her to help, though the reality was she couldn’t tell them to pound sand, no matter how much she wanted to. Her hope was the soldiers would feel the same obligation toward her.
It wasn’t far, but she hustled everyone back into her truck. Once inside, she felt compelled to explain her decision. “We’ll drive over, so they don’t think we’re with the rest of the crowd.”
No one complained.
They crossed the short distance over the grassland without incident, but when they approached the line of trucks, two soldiers hopped out and flagged her to stop. A moment after, grass and dust blotted the scene as the helicopter touched down.
“Guys, stay in the truck,” she advised as soon as the blowing debris settled down a bit. “I’m going to talk to them.”
Everyone hopped out after her. She glanced across the hood to Asher as they walked forward. Her what-did-I-just-say expression was met with a smile. When he crossed in front of the bumper to be with her, he added, “No one goes out alone. We’re a team.”
She didn’t have time to correct him. A soldier wearing combat fatigues held out a hand to make her stop. “This is a restricted area. You’ll have to turn back.”
“But we’re with the National Park Service. We only need information. What’s going on at the airport?”
The two soldiers seemed younger than her, making them somewhere between eighteen and twenty-two. Despite that, the looks on their faces were textbook examples of stone-faced discipline. “Ma’am, we have no intel to share. Please turn back.”
Grace wasn’t taking no for an answer. She removed her hat and brushed back her loose bangs. It was a calculated move she’d learned from a few similar encounters back at the park. Sometimes it was necessary to appeal to a person’s humanity, rather than deal with ranks and official capacities. “Look, we’ve traveled a long way to get to this airport. One of those rocks almost dropped on our heads, then we got caught in a soot-filled snowstorm. Finally, we had to drive over what felt like a thousand freaking miles of wild grass. All we need to know is if the airport is even open.”
The helicopter was on the ground; its propeller continued to spin, but it was slow enough that she didn’t have to shout. Other soldiers emerged from their trucks, evidently preparing themselves to make contact with the aircraft. One soldier glanced over his shoulder, then softened his stance toward Grace.
“Ma’am, all I can tell you is we have to drive out here to get VIPs to and from the airport. We tried to land helos at the airport itself, but there are too many of these people on the runways.” He motioned toward the line of walkers with frustration, though not hostility.
“So, no planes can leave?” She hadn’t been paying close attention, but only recalled seeing a couple of planes in the air on the drive in. Far fewer than she’d expect next to a busy airport.
“None,” he said dryly. “A few have managed to land. Bigwigs with federal agencies. Army brass. TKM execs.”
Those words caught Asher’s notice. “TKM? Why the hell are you helping them?”
The young soldier’s expression changed. His momentary acquaintance with politeness seemed forgotten. “Sir, I advise you all to return to your vehicle and exfil out of here.”
Grace held out her arms, hoping for a last bit of kindness. “Can you at least tell us where to go? Is there anywhere we can find a plane?”
He shrugged. “Unless you’re the secretary of homeland security, I don’t think you’ll find any way out of Colorado besides your truck. Petteri Tikkanen is working downtown to make things right, but, as you can see, it isn’t happening fast enough. So you better drive your working vehicle out of here, because that’s what all these people are going to look for once they figure out the airport is hopeless.”
Her optimism was doused by his words. Behind him, a large man waddled toward the waiting helicopter. She wondered what made him so special he rated his own ride.
“It’s time for you to go,” the soldier said, back to his old tone of voice.
St. Charles, MO
With the motor off, he should have heard the sounds of nature, but the debris in the river was thick enough to cause its own distinctive soundtrack. Plastic, wood, and metal rubbed together, a million points of contact creating a crackling and bubbling mixture from all directions.
“Tell me if another shipping container is heading our way.” Ezra glanced all around, checking before he climbed the rear ladder to get in the water. The cargo unit they’d struck was downriver, and they’d since matched speed with the current, making it unlikely they’d hit it again. However, the miasma of debris constantly shifted and bobbed, creating opportunities for some of it to move faster than the rest. They couldn’t discount potential collisions.
“Don’t sweat it, E-Z. You got this.” Butch brushed a little sweat from his forehead, beneath the rim of his Stetson.
It was impossible to see more than a foot or two under the surface and it wasn’t solely a result of all the trash. The water was a sooty brown, suggesting heavy rains had stripped the surrounding fields of all their soil, then tossed it into the waterway. Since the motor was tilted up, he got a good look at the white mesh wrapped around the propeller, but he couldn’t see where the rope went under the boat due to the foul waters.
“I’m going to try to unwrap from here first,” he declared, after looking at it from above for a few seconds. If he could fix it without getting in the water, he wouldn’t complain.
Ezra leaned over the back of the boat and grabbed the thin white rope, quickly figuring out it was the type of nylon used in sports equipment. The tangle came out of the water, as did a terrible sewage odor. It was slow going, but there was obviously something attached to the other end.
“Hey, help me yank on this.”
Butch came to the back of the boat, shifting the center of gravity with his arrival. The boat tipped, striking pieces of debris at the same time. The big man was white faced and panting with fear being so near the water, but he took the offered rope and began to pull.
“I think it’s a goal net,” Ezra remarked as more of it emerged. He tugged what seemed like twenty feet of material from the depths, but he halted when he saw a light blue color appear. “Wait!”
Butch was mid-tug when Ezra shouted, so he brought up another couple of feet. When he stopped, a man wearing a soccer jersey floated two or three inches under the surface. Ezra’s throat tightened as he figured out what it was. He concentrated on the words Kansas City emblazoned on the guy’s chest and tried not to see his dead face and water-swollen arms.
Ezra dropped the line like it was on fire. “He’s dead!” Butch did the same an instant later and the blue shape disappeared into the murky depths. He’d seen corpses too many times over the past several days, but the surprise of pulling one out of the water was too much.
“Change of plan.” He rifled through Butch’s little backpack and pulled out the camp shovel. It was designed to both dig and chop—one edge was sharp, as one might need to cut wood. As much as it frightened him to do it, he sucked in a breath and climbed down the ladder.
“You’re getting in?” Butch asked with revulsion.
The cold water pressed against his skin as he went down the ladder and hopped in. Ignoring whatever was below him, he hung on to the transom and positioned himself next to the raised propeller blades. “I could probably hack at this from up there, but if I make a mistake, I might damage the prop. The only way to do it safely is…” He gulped involuntarily. “From down here.”
He aimed the edge of the shovel, pretending he wasn’t in a river filled with bodies.
Denver, CO
Petteri, Dorothy, and Howard met the helicopter on the roof of the ten-story building he’d taken over. His people had chopped off some of the antennas and industrial venting from the upper floor; it was clear enough a helicopter could touch down. He was excited to talk to the powerful government official, though Dorothy was decidedly less enthusiastic to be there. She stayed near the door while he endured the rotor wash to greet Mr. Stricker.
“Welcome!” he said with fake excitement. The game they played demanded he be upbeat and accommodating, though they both knew he held all the cards in their relationship.
“Mr. Tikkanen,” Stricker replied, stooping low, despite being well clear of the blades above. The portly man spotted Dorothy as he shook Petteri’s hand. “I see you’ve made good on your promise.”
“Of course. Please, come inside so we can discuss what happens next.”
As they walked, Dorothy had already gone inside the stairwell. It took the heavyset man a long time to descend three flights of steps, and he practically begged for a glass of water when they entered the conference room. The man was a sweaty mess as he plopped down in the first chair he encountered. Dorothy sat at the far end of the ten-person table.
“Howard, would you be so kind as to go get us a pitcher of water?” He wanted his lieutenant out of the room for a short while.
When the man left, he jumped into the discussion. “Mr. Stricker, while we wait for your water, perhaps you could tell me why the government isn’t taking control of the airwaves? I’m sure you’ve seen the recent broadcast from the Crow reservation.”
“Your people made me aware of it, yes.”
He glared at the man. “And?”
“Mr. Tikkanen, I assure you we had no way of knowing this would happen. My department is stretched to the breaking point. Most of my people are in Nashville, along with many other government agencies. We’ve also had numerous emergencies along the border with Mexico. It seems there’s been a rush to leave our country, which is causing problems on both sides of the border. It’s pure chaos from Brownsville, Texas to Bangor, Maine. We’ve barely scratched the surface of what’s going on in the interior states, like here. Did you know I had to take five helicopters and two jet planes to reach you?”
His question was a setup. Petteri didn’t think the other man knew he was always being played, but it never stopped amazing him how the hapless man fell into his rhetorical bungee pits. After getting him to admit it was so terrible over the nation, he’d positioned himself perfectly to ask his next question. “My friend, Mr. Stricker, you know my company is picking up the slack here in the states most affected by the industrial sabotage which brought down our asteroid, but we can’t do it without your help. It would assist me greatly if you could supplement our efforts by shutting down all the airwaves in the states we’re operating in. I can’t have rogue entities working in opposition to TKM, can I? It wouldn’t be fair to me, nor would it be fair to the American citizens I’m trying to help, would it?” He cast the sweaty man a concerned look.
Stricker shook his head. “Of course not. What, precisely, are you asking me?”
Petteri avoided looking down the table to Dorothy. She would wait for her part in the negotiation, but not with any zeal. “Shut down every radio and television license in the states between California and Virginia.”
The perspiring man’s face tensed up before gradually relaxing. “Sir, that’s almost the entire country.”
“It encompasses the area where my company is extracting ore and cleaning up cities. I assure you, once we have things situated, everything will go back to normal. It’s what you want, isn’t it?”
Stricker sighed. “First, you asked me to suspend the second amendment, which I was able to do, citing the emergency. Now, you ask me to further shut down the first amendment for the same reason. The people won’t stand for it.”
A smile curled over his lips. He knew already Stricker would do it. “My old friend, you’ve been a blessing to the survival of everyday Americans in these blighted lands. They are safer because of you. There are fewer guns in the hands of those who would become criminals out there. All I’m asking now is to stop the flow of bad information—fake news, if you favor the term. Heck, keep the media stations online, but let my PR people take a crack at disseminating the most useful information.”
Stricker finally looked down the table to Dorothy, almost as if she were a new dessert he was reluctant to try. He addressed Petteri at the same time. “I came here to discuss the legal requirements of TKM in regard to ownership of those pieces of your asteroid which fell to Earth. I would be happy to discuss these new terms, though there’s no need to saddle you with the minutiae of negotiation. Perhaps these issues can all be solved over dinner with your assistant?”
He was impressed, despite his distaste for the man. He’d professionally boxed Dorothy into a corner, just as they’d discussed ahead of time over the phone. Petteri almost regretted giving his assistant a heads-up about what to expect, but at the same time she was working for him. It was a high-stakes gamble, though he’d worked enough with Stricker to know the outcome wasn’t really in doubt.
“I think that can be arranged, don’t you, Dorothy?”




CHAPTER 5

Denver International Airport, CO
By the time Grace and her associates walked back to the truck, the helicopter had taken off and the line of Humvees had headed for the airport. None of the soldiers waved as they went by, but they peered intently at the migrating people, perhaps worried some of them might band together and attack.
“Well, Mr. Runs Hard, I think we can safely say the airport is out of the question.” She might have been willing to drive on the grass, like the military convoy, but if what the soldiers said was true, there was no point.
He replied with a noncommittal, “Hmm.”
They all climbed in the Suburban, but once inside, they all sat silently in their places. It reminded her of how conversation naturally ebbs every seven minutes, or so she learned at school. Grace wanted to break the silence, but she was at a loss for what to do next. The airport was out, yet she’d promised to help the two members of the Crow nation. But how?
While looking in her mirror, she caught sight of the father stroking his salt-and-pepper stubble. When he noticed her, he took a long, deep sigh. “I and my son appreciate what you’ve tried to do for us, but you are correct. The airport is out of the question. We could try other airports, but I’d be surprised if any of them are operating. Plus, now I doubt the condition of Washington, DC.”
“I’m so sorry,” she pleaded. “I didn’t mean for it to end up like this.”
“Of course, you didn’t,” he said in a friendly way. “No one could have foretold this is what would become of an entire city. I’ve been thinking of what to do now. What to do with my son.”
She faced Asher. “Do your parents have a spare car? Maybe they could loan it to our new friends?”
Before he could answer, Shawn reacted. “No! We don’t need to be in your debt any more than we already are. Besides, there are friends of our nation here in Denver. I’m sure we could get a ride back to the rez if things were that simple.”
It was difficult to talk to a person sitting behind her, so she scooted forward on her seat and then turned around. “I only want to make sure you two don’t end up on the side of the road, like those people out there.”
“We won’t,” he assured her. “But I think I might have a way to finish my task without getting on a plane.”
“That’s amazing,” she replied.
“That said, I’m not sure I want to ask you to help us.” Mr. Runs Hard looked over to his son. “And I’m not sure it’s the safe thing to do.”
“What’s your plan?” She imagined him asking her to drive them all the way to DC. It would stretch the limits of what she’d agreed to do.
“The Army man said they’ve been transporting important people to and from the airport, and the big guy who climbed aboard the helicopter was going toward the city. It tells me there’s something worth visiting. He also said Petteri Tikkanen is in Denver…”
“We know him, of course,” she deadpanned.
“Right. So, if we can’t talk to the government about working with TKM to establish our ownership rights, why not talk to TKM about working with the government? I’m no lawyer, but I’m sure we can make them aware we have no intention of giving up on what’s ours.”
“Dude,” Logan gushed. “Are you talking about going into the city? I’ve never been in a giant city like Denver.”
The boy’s father rolled his eyes in a paternal way. “How many times do I have to tell you? I’m not a dude. I’m your father.”
Logan tempered his excitement. “Sorry, sir.”
She wasn’t sure it was a smart move, especially for her and Asher. “We don’t really know where he is,” she said with a tone suggesting it was a deal breaker.
Asher chose that moment to jump in. “He’ll be at the asteroid fragment.” He smiled briefly at her, then turned to face the pair in the back. “All those trucks were heading down the highway to reach whatever fragment landed in Denver. It’s the only explanation that makes sense. TKM has a lot of mines in the mountains of Colorado. I’m sure this is the first place they’d go if their intention was to scoop up the remains. If the soldier said Mr. Tikkanen is in Denver, then there is only one place where he’d be.”
She couldn’t tell by his tone whether he supported going to find the leader who had sent a hitman out to kill him. As the whistle-blower responsible for trying to alert the world to the nefarious actions of a multinational corporation which spanned all the way to the asteroid belt, she wouldn’t blame him if he wanted to stay far away.
“It can’t be safe in the city,” Shawn remarked. “I hate to ask you to accompany us, but maybe you could get us close?”
“Well, we—” she began to say.
Asher interrupted. “TKM is responsible for the safety of my sister. I’d like to have a word with them about where she is. After all, what are they going to do? Send a hitman after me?”
She chuckled, surprised by his perspective.
Logan sat forward in his seat. “We’re going into the city?”
Grace started the engine, reflecting on what she was agreeing to. The hitman might have been after Asher to start, but her close association with him ensured she was on the same corporation’s naughty list. Her butt would be on the line, too. Still, it had some logic to it. If she was with a legitimate figure like Shawn Runs Hard, they couldn’t hurt her and Asher. Plus, if Misha was still out there, like he said, the last place he would look for her is with his boss.
Unless he hopped his plane in Billings and went directly to Denver.
She ignored her misgivings and started the motor.
“Yep. Why not?”
St. Charles, MO
Ezra figured they’d floated half a mile in the time it took him to cut through the thick nylon rope of the soccer goal netting. He made sure not to pull on it too much. He never wanted to see the dead man again. When he hacked away the last bit, the rope snapped off and went underwater.
“Rest in peace,” he said to the man.
“Are we solid?” Butch asked.
“Yep,” he replied. “Here, take the shovel,” he continued, while handing the tool to Butch.
He climbed up the ladder and hastened to his captain’s chair. A minute later, with the engine back in the water where it belonged, he feathered the gas and was once again driving defensively. As glad as he was to get out, the stench of his clothes hit him in the face, reminiscent of the time he helped troubleshoot his neighbor’s broken septic tank.
“Dang! You brought the smell with you.” Butch waved his hand, anxious to keep the air moving.
“Sorry,” he replied, disgusted by what must be on his skin.
There was no pattern to the flow of garbage. All he could realistically accomplish was to stay away from the larger pieces. The floating dumpster. The cargo boxes.
Driftwood that looked like it could have come from the Sequoia Redwoods. He angled the pontoon boat toward the shore, hoping what he’d said about the less dense debris along the edges was really true.
A half hour later, he recognized the highway and railroad bridges he’d briefly glimpsed before they got hung up in the netting. “We’re back where we started,” he said dryly.
“Roger that, E-Z.” Butch spoke like he was in a military unit.
For the next hour, he weaved in and out of the debris field. It was worse when he had to pass huge rock piles that stuck out fifty or a hundred yards into the river. They were designed to force the water into the main channel, so barges could ply the river, but they also acted as water guns, shooting debris in long, thick streams, some of which circled in eddies downriver from the blockers.
“It looks like a town is up ahead. I think it would be a good place to stop until the river clears up.” Wherever the trash and junk had come from, it was evident they weren’t going to make it up the riverway while it was coming at them. They’d run out of gas starting and stopping over and over, to say nothing about possibly getting caught up in the trash a second time. If they were forced to repeat sections of river while he cleared the prop time after time, they could potentially end up with negative miles per gallon fuel economy. “We also need some supplies; maybe they’ve got some stores willing to sell to us.”
They went under a stout highway bridge with a section of light green trusswork above it. A black railroad bridge hid behind it. Beyond those, the tree-lined riverfront of the small town offered them a potential landing spot. “This place doesn’t look damaged by the water,” Butch commented, looking ahead. While the debris was thick in the river, the shore hadn’t been stripped by fastmoving water and loose shipping, as they’d seen the entire time they’d been on the Mississippi. It reaffirmed his guess the worst floodwaters had originated on the other river, not this one.
“Maybe the town itself hasn’t gone Mad Max, like some of those others. I’d like to find somewhere normal for once, you know?” He pointed to the hull of a tipped-over fishing boat. “Hey, is it clear on the far side of that boat?”
Butch half-stood. “Yeah, I don’t see anything.”
Ezra guided Susan’s Grace around the hull floating by, then veered toward shore. “We’re going to tie up here. It should give us a few hundred yards between us and the town. I’d prefer people didn’t know we have a boat to plunder. You know? Just in case.”
“Smart. I’d have driven right up on the shore of the main part of town. I’d want to make an entrance.”
Ezra laughed. “Why?”
Butch shrugged. “I have no idea. I guess I’d want to impress the ladies. Why else?”
It had the ring of truth to it. A strong young man like Butch probably did all right with women. Ezra had once thought Butch reminded him of Grace due to their similar ages and stubbornness, but the comparison had changed after spending so much time together. In fact, he could see him as dating material for his daughter. Veteran. Grease monkey. Kept himself in shape. Proved himself a reliable travel companion, even in the face of death. What more was there?
He pulled near the trees of the shore and ran the pontoons onto the sandy bank. He raised the motor to get it clear of the water, then ran to the front and jumped off with the mooring rope. Once it was tied and the boat was secure, he looked around.
“Hardly feels like we’re close to a city,” he said matter-of-factly.
Butch jumped to shore with his rifle and backpack already on his person. “You know me. Always happy to be off the water. Doesn’t really matter what’s out there, as long as it’s dry.”
“We taking the rifles?” he asked in a no-nonsense tone. Guns were being confiscated in St. Louis, which was still close by.
“Should we leave them here?”
Ezra thought about it for a few seconds. “I guess not. Some kid might come along and take them or hurt themselves. Even if we hid them, I don’t think I’d feel too safe about it. While we’re in town, maybe we can buy a gun safe.” They laughed. “I’ll take the key, of course, so no one can make off with the boat.”
A blue kingfisher flew by while Butch faced inland, briefly stopping on a tree branch about ten feet away from Ezra. He almost said something to Butch, though the bird had flown away before he got the words out. “At least nature seems to have recovered from the asteroid explosions. I saw a cool bird.”
Butch took the lead as they walked through the woods along the waterline. While Ezra could listen to the sounds of nature all day long, Butch didn’t seem as interested in the crickets, birds, and how the wind moved high branches. He began to whistle a happy tune.
The sun tried to peek through the overcast clouds, and the hike was a needed return to normal for Ezra. Yeah, they had guns and backpacks full of ammo, but he couldn’t see the debris in the water, nor could he see other people. It was only him and Butch. Then he noticed the tune.
“Really? You’re whistling ‘Michael, Row the Boat Ashore’? That’s your go-to walking ditty?” Ezra cracked up laughing, which caused Butch to snicker and interrupt his song.
“Yeah, my mother was the organist for our church. I grew up listening to her practice every song in her sheet music books. I guess this one reminds me how we’ve made it back to shore. Man, if we never row the boat again, I’d be pretty happy.”
“Do you mean—” he started.
“No, I’m not giving up, E-Z. I’m saying we’ve seen it all out there. I’m ready for some R and R for a while, you know?”
“I couldn’t agree more.”
They walked for a short time, covering the distance to the riverfront. When they finally came out of the thick foliage, they stood at the edge of a tent city. Thousands of inhabitants had taken up residence on the park-like acres in front of the town’s buildings. A man in a white plastic patio chair sat on the edge of the gathering, watching him and Butch emerge.
“We heard you coming,” he said dryly. “Welcome to St. Charles.”
A pistol sat in the man’s lap.




CHAPTER 6

Denver, CO
Grace gave herself a few minutes to think about the implications of traveling toward danger, rather than away. At the same time, Asher tried to give her the lay of the land in regard to the metro area of Denver.
“Denver is huge and shaped like a square,” he began. “We’re on the E-470 outer belt, which is so far outside the city it is mostly farmland and grass, as you can see.” He pointed north, out his side of the truck, to the endless rolling grassland they were already familiar with. “Inside of the outer belt, you’ll see mostly suburban sprawl. Houses. Schools. Churches. Those sorts of things. I think it is about thirty miles from one side of the city to the other, if I remember right.”
Logan whistled, impressed.
“The airport is on the eastern edge of the sprawl. The foothills of the Rockies are at the western boundary of the city, but the city doesn’t go into the mountains at all. People do live up there, of course, but they aren’t part of the main core of Denver. The northern area we’re in now is called Thornton, I think. I live on the complete opposite side of the city, at the south, in a suburb called Highlands Ranch.”
“Wow. Back home, it was thirty miles from my house to the little town of Paducah. I can’t imagine that whole drive being inside a city like this.” She laughed to herself. “My mom would have hated this. If she’d been stuck in this truck, she’d have her purse sitting on her lap the whole time, telling me she wanted to get out as soon as possible.”
“It’s not bad,” Asher assured her. “But there is one thing destined to hamper us, no matter what we do next. The main highway to the south is clogged with all those trucks.” He pointed ahead. Though it was still many miles away, they were heading back to the intersection with the other highway.
As they talked it through, she recognized the overpass they’d gone under on the way to the airport. She expected to find the same half-dozen vehicles parked next to the road once they came out the other side, but as she entered the darkness under the bridge, an additional sports car became visible. The red Corvette had flipped on its top and then slid into the grassy median about a hundred yards beyond the overpass. It absolutely wasn’t there during their previous drive-by.
She drove under the bridge at sixty-five, but Grace’s park ranger mentality kicked in. Her foot hovered over the brake pedal, in case any of the drivers in those cars needed help. It would be another ill-timed inconvenience, but she’d stop if anyone flagged her down.
Asher screamed a warning, pointing ahead.
An object fell out of the shadows, like a brick had come loose from the road above. But it was bigger than a brick. Maybe five or six regular bricks in one big clump.
“Holy—” she yelled, heartbeat going right to triple speed. She smashed her boot on the brake pedal, causing the front end to dip down with the urgent change in momentum. The heavy brick slammed on the pockmarked white hood a few inches from her windshield. It bounced and ricocheted off the front edge of the roof, somehow missing the glass completely.
In one moment of clarity, while blood surged behind her eyeballs, she realized the other vehicles had also experienced the same scare. If timed perfectly, the dropped concrete would go directly through the windshield and into the interior.
She ignored the fear and kept the truck in the proper lane as it skidded to a halt. If it had happened a week ago, she might have freaked out and ended up tipped over in the median with the red car.
Once the truck was stopped, she exhaled with relief, then gave everyone a cursory once-over look. “All good?” She barely waited for a reply, though she did ensure no one was hurt. Grace kicked open her door and jumped out.
“Grace, wait!” Asher yelled.
She didn’t even consider it. Someone dropped those massive cinder blocks. Many of them lay on the ground off to the side of the road, some broken in half from violent impacts. After yanking her pistol from its holster, she ran toward the embankment up to the bridge.
“Hold on!” Shawn cried out, he and Asher giving chase to her.
“I’m not leaving those jerks here to do this again. I’m putting an end to their horse shit right now!”
Asher had almost caught up. “I know. We’re with you. Wait up!”
She slowed only enough to let Asher keep pace with her. Her anger heated with each step, and the gun gave her confidence she could enforce the law on this one issue. Her NPS uniform might have been technically useless outside the park, but common decency dictated she arrest anyone doing such outrageous law breaking.
When she reached the top level, she hopped over a guard rail. The road was empty, save for a lone pickup truck parked in the suicide lane of the four-lane bridge. The back was filled to the brim with cinder blocks. The culprits had to be sitting inside. She saw heads moving as she approached.
“I’m here,” Shawn relayed as he, too, jumped the guard rail.
“I’m going to kick their asses,” she exclaimed, finding no bottom to her anger. The people inside the truck had almost killed her or Asher, at the very least, and possibly all of them had she lost control of the truck. They were going to pay.
Pistol out, she walked toward the driver’s side of the truck and waved her two friends to the other side. She wanted the driver, who was likely the ringleader. The man inside wasn’t looking at her as she neared. He was looking at his partner, laughing, unaware of her approach.
“Get your asses out of the truck!” she ordered, pulling the door open.
The pair inside squealed, completely surprised. “Oh, God! Don’t hurt us! We didn’t mean nothing by it.”
When the door opened, she was torn between lowering her gun or using all her rounds. Grace desperately wanted to make an example of the scofflaws, but it was going to be a problem.
“We were only having some fun,” the driver complained, almost in tears. “We found the truck. We didn’t take nothing!”
Asher’s shocked face appeared on the far side of the cabin, gun drawn as well. But their targets didn’t require heavy ordnance from multiple angles. They were two young boys, hands held high, and not a day older than twelve.
St. Charles, MO
The man with the pistol on his lap was otherwise unremarkable. He had a button-down short-sleeved shirt, cargo shorts, and wore a red St. Louis Cardinals baseball hat. He looked like he was at a backyard barbeque, rather than a place that may have been a homeless camp. Fortunately, he didn’t pick up the gun or aim it at them. He did, however, point at Ezra.
“You boys smell like a skunk did some cartwheels in a latrine.”
“It’s all him,” Butch said with a laugh.
“I’m sure,” the man replied. “Smell aside, you boys are going to want to hide those rifles. If the St. Charles police catch you with them, they’ll red flag your asses faster than I could eat an Imo’s pizza right now. Believe me, that’s fast. I haven’t seen real food in over two days.”
Ezra’s stomach rumbled noisily at the mere mention of food. “Thanks for the tip. We’re heading into town to do some shopping.” He had it in his head to search for boat supplies, like epoxy to permanently seal the duct-taped bullet holes, but he also hoped for a hot dog stand, hamburger shack, or taco trough. Any real food would do.
Rather than attract the attention of any of the thousands of other campers, he nudged Butch to return to the woods. Once they had a bit of cover, he pulled out his rain poncho. “Here, we’ll put these over our rifles and packs, so it looks like we were trying to keep our gear dry. No one will think twice about what’s under them.”
Butch ripped off his weapon and re-positioned it. “It’s going to be a little uncomfortable, but if you sling your rifle upside down, the barrel won’t stick up and broadcast you’ve got American steel in the house. Ironically, this is called African carry.”
Ezra considered himself a weekend warrior and wasn’t ashamed to admit it. Since his AR-15 wasn’t powerful enough to reliably take down a deer, he’d always hunted with his .308 Weatherby. That rifle was longer, and he used the sling to carry it with the barrel facing up. It never occurred to him to haul it upside down. When he flipped his AR as Butch showed him, it felt unnatural, but it immediately cut down on the profile.
Butch turned so his back was toward Ezra. “Mind putting my poncho over this mess? It’s in my pack.”
They took turns straightening out their gear, then headed back to the man at the edge of the tent camp. He didn’t stop to talk again, but nodded knowingly to him. The guy was the only person who knew they kept rifles hidden under their ponchos. Their encounter left him thankful for the helpful tip, though he wondered if it was a mistake to carry the rifles at all. If the police in the city were searching for guns, it could come back to bite them. He had to balance stop and frisk with the threat of being shot by pirates or other criminals.
“Got any food, mister?” a little girl asked.
A small boy was nearby. “Me too!”
Ezra smiled. “I’m sorry, we’re looking for something to eat ourselves.” He walked purposefully to the nearest edge of the camp, anxious to get to the main part of the riverfront town. As best he could tell, the park was about a hundred yards wide and more than a mile long. Colorful tents and loitering campers filled the entire space. Many of the people stood by the shoreline watching the trash-clogged river flow by.
Before they got outside the camping area, Ezra spotted a group of three older men standing around talking. He caught the eye of one of them, then asked, “Hey, what’s with all the junk floating on the river?”
All three turned to face him. The first guy replied. “Where have you been? It’s all we’ve been talking about since this morning, when the worst of it started. The fire department folks think this is all coming from Kansas City. Black rain, too. Rumor has it the entire city was burned to ash by one of them space rocks. Hell, the Missouri practically stopped flowing for a whole day before it picked up again. When it did, this stuff came with it.”
The other two men held beer cans. They took swigs to wash away the bad news.
“Thanks,” Ezra said, continuing to walk by.
As they left the camp and entered the town, Butch spoke in a low tone. “We saw the…uh, man in the water. He wore a Kansas City shirt. Do you think another whole city is gone, like Paducah?”
He shrugged, considering an important detail of his trip up the river. Since he had no map to work with, he tried to remember the route of the Missouri River. There was a memory gap around Kansas City. He couldn’t recall if it went through the city, or around it. If a fireball had incinerated the whole metropolis, that small fact would make all the difference.
Denver, CO
While Dorothy was in her meeting with Stricker, Petteri had a few moments to speak privately with Howard. They were on the tenth floor of the empty office building they’d commandeered, which gave them a prime view of the asteroid fragment in the street, the wrecked buildings where it had rolled in, as well as the massing number of people and trucks beyond the police cordon a few blocks down the street. He could see what was going to happen soon. “You bolstered the police presence like I asked?”
Howard nodded immediately. “I assured them we would pay quadruple time to any officers who maintained the security line around us. The captain on duty promised me his remaining men would stay, given the amount of money, but I don’t know if they counted on so many people coming into the city.”
“This is all Asher Creighton’s fault. He convinced that chief to go on TV and claim ownership of the piece of my rock that fell on their land. Creighton has had it out for us from the get-go. Who’s to say he didn’t really sabotage the Petteri-2?”
“You’re right, of course,” Howard agreed.
He’d used Creighton as a scapegoat in the news, blaming him for the destruction of the ship knowing full well it wasn’t true. He’d done it to get back at the young man for trying to expose Petteri’s company as the real culprit for the disaster. The problem with dueling narratives, he’d later learned, was after the asteroid slammed into the beltline of America, there were too many rumors and too little truth in broadcasting. The talking heads didn’t take Mr. Creighton’s warning seriously, but they also didn’t seem to buy the sabotage story, either. All they talked about was Nashville and the recovery efforts there. They also loved talking about whispers about the aliens who must have changed the trajectory of the rocks so they would bounce, rather than blow milewide craters in the Earth’s surface. Plus, they loved the feelgood pieces about survivors. But they were beginning to take the Crow guy seriously; his face appeared onscreen at least once an hour.
Howard went on. “I’ve authorized our offices to recruit as many workers as possible. They’re paying cash bonuses on the spot, which has swelled our numbers almost overnight. They have money to buy guns, trucks, whatever they need to protect your investments.”
“Excellent work.” He glanced down the street, toward the fleet of trucks lined up beyond the cordon. “Denver has shown us the danger of relying on the police. We have to follow the example set by…ugh, it pains me to admit this. Misha Gagarin has done superior work at the rock to the south of Yellowstone. Can you confirm he still has control of it?”
“He does. His team uses their helicopter to scout the roads for miles around them. There are some local rock hunters sniffing nearby, but no other mining companies are threatening their location.”
Petteri was impressed, despite himself. “And where are we with a team hunting him down?”
Howard hesitated. “Given his experience, I had planned to use the Venezuela team to liquidate Mr. Gagarin after they took care of Mr. Creighton. I admit, I thought the team would already be here and your problems would be solved.”
He’d ordered a strike team to terminate Misha, which Howard had smartly assigned to the professionals, so he wasn’t going to hold the Venezuela team’s delays against his assistant. The extra time actually gave Misha the opportunity to finish his task at the dig site, proving he still had some value to the company. Everyone could be used, at least for a while, even those who betrayed him.
“If he has the rock under TKM ownership, and there are no threats around, I think we can reassign him, don’t you? I believe the rock out our window could be more secure.” He looked down at the blackened asteroid fragment hogging the street below. The rounded sides of the rough orb had been sheered by blasting, making it look like a herd of cats came through and clawed off the rounded edges to make them vertical. His men worked feverishly to cut off more and load it in dump trucks, but the police line wouldn’t hold forever. Having one more expendable warrior at his side couldn’t hurt.
“I’ll order him to come here—” Howard started, until Dorothy came out of the conference room.
Petteri was going to ask her how it went, but the young woman barely looked at him. She turned and fast-walked across the hall and into the stairwell. “Hey—” was all he got out before the heavy fire door slammed behind her.
Stricker strode from the conference room a few seconds later. Compared to Dorothy, he appeared as if he’d been crowned king of the realm. When he noticed Petteri, he flashed a curt nod. “We’ve struck a mutually beneficial deal.”




CHAPTER 7

Thornton, CO
Grace stepped outside her body as she stood at the open door of the abandoned truck. She looked down on herself pointing a handgun at the face of a twelve-year-old boy. It took her a few seconds to think through whether it was right or wrong, but her brain worked slowly, mired in molasses. Finally, after what could have been minutes, Asher caught her attention.
“Hey, Grace! It’s okay. We got this.” His gun was already out of sight.
She lowered her pistol, but questions poured out as if a dam had burst. “What? How? Do you kids know what you’ve done? Where are your parents? I just—” She had no idea what to say.
Shawn Runs Hard pulled open the far door and spoke in a bellowing tone. “I know what we need to do with these two little criminals. Get out of the truck right now!”
The boy closest to Grace looked up at her, weighing his chances between the two sides. In the end, he chose to get out by her.
“Hold him!” Shawn yelled.
When the boy slid out, he tried to slip past her. Fortunately, Shawn had given her a heads-up on what to expect, so she grabbed his belt. It wasn’t her first time dealing with unruly children, and the belt was a non-violent, yet firm way to keep a grip. “Where do you think you’re going?” Grace spoke the words, but she heard her father in her mannerisms.
“Let us go! We didn’t do nothing!”
She scanned the roadway, wondering if it was possible she made a mistake, but there were no other people anywhere in sight. The bridge overpass led to the grasslands to the north; absolutely nothing was up there. To the south, there were houses, but they were a few hundred yards away. No one could have run there in the short time it had taken to exit the truck and run up the hill.
Logan arrived late. He gave Grace a crooked smile, enamored by her pose as she pointed a gun at two big-time criminals. Then, he broke into laughter when he saw the two kids. “Seriously? You two are so screwed. Why didn’t you stay home and play on your game consoles or phones or whatever you rich kids have?”
The second boy, who appeared the youngest, spoke through barely contained sobs. “There’s no power. We were bored, so we hiked down here, but we didn’t throw the rocks. Honest.”
“What are you going to do to them?” Logan asked with curiosity, looking at his dad.
Shawn’s face was grim, and he spoke with utter seriousness as he dragged the younger boy around the front of his vehicle. “We have to kill them.”
Everyone burst out in disbelief. “We’re absolutely not doing that,” she replied.
The boys fought against their bonds. The driver and oldest boy, a blond with a video game T-shirt, cried out.
“You’re the police! You have to take us to the station, right?” Shawn’s face tightened and he ground his teeth. “What would you have us do? You probably killed the people in those cars. You almost killed us.”
“Most of ’em walked to the houses,” the gamer boy pleaded. “We saw them.”
The second kid added, “Uh-huh.”
Grace wanted to believe them, but it didn’t alter their situation. She’d been attacked. Her truck was almost knocked out. Someone could have died. Their thoughtless behavior needed a penalty, for certain, but death seemed extreme.
“I think you’re both liars. Now you two have to pay.” Shawn pushed the little kid against the side of the truck.
Blood pounded in her temples as the tension built up to full-throttle levels of insanity. If the man wanted to make good on his plan to implement street justice, she couldn’t stop him. Not unless she fought back. But should she?
“Dad, you can’t!”
The boys were in a state of abject terror. The one in her arms now sported a wet stain all the way down his pant leg. He tried to stay away from Shawn, though he also seemed to hug her at the same time. It was a contradictory motion that made it impossible for her to think clearly.
All at once, Shawn stashed his gun behind his back. He winked at Grace after he was sure the boys weren’t watching him, then he acted like he accidentally let go of the boy.
She took it as her cue to do the same. Grace whispered in the kid’s ear. “Quick! Run! I’ll keep him from shooting you. Don’t come back!”
Both boys ran away from the truck at full speed, heading for the houses.
“Cover your ears,” Shawn advised.
She glanced over. Mr. Runs Hard pointed his pistol in the air, but tilted away from the houses, toward miles of empty fields, then he fired it a few times.
The boys screamed. One of them fell to the pavement before getting back up and continuing his escape. They didn’t look back a single time. In a minute, they disappeared behind the first row of homes.
“I didn’t know what you were doing there,” she said to Shawn. “That was fast thinking.”
He ran fingers through his hair, clearly relieved at the outcome. “I’ve dealt with wild boys my entire life. We have a whole nation of them, or at least it feels like it sometimes. I find it most effective to scare them straight, though I have to admit I’ve never dealt with any kids who behaved as dangerously as those two.”
They all walked back to the edge of the bridge. A few cars continued to pass under them, but the westbound people slowed to weave around her truck, and many in both directions braked to see the burning Corvette. There was a total of six disabled vehicles, plus her parked Chevy. The boys had been busy.
“Do you think they’ll come back?” she asked. “Can we get rid of that truck full of rocks?” She figured if the pickup was gone, they wouldn’t be able to get the cinder blocks to the top of the bridge as easily.
In the end, their solution was simple.
“Go with the wind,” she said, putting one of the cinder blocks on the gas pedal. They’d started it up and aimed it into the wide-open field next to the roadway. She put it in gear while Asher held the brake pedal. On cue, she backed out and he let go. The truck shot off the road and headed away from them.
“Are you sure this will work?” she asked, watching as the truck sailed across the wild grasses, bumping a little as it went.
Shawn replied, “Just watch.”
The truck could have been doing thirty or forty miles an hour, though as it increased in speed it seemed to bump over the irregular terrain with greater intensity. When it was about a quarter of a mile away, it appeared as if it had struck something and slowed to walking speed.
“There,” Shawn said, more relaxed. “The bouncing knocked the cinder block off. Now we don’t have to worry about the truck going over the horizon and killing someone. It would have been on us.”
“Well, I hope it’s enough to keep those kids from getting more blocks.” She slapped her hands together, washing herself of the encounter.
Shawn seemed satisfied. “Not every kid learns his lesson, but I believe those two will think twice before trying this again. Short of tracking down their parents, there isn’t anything else we could have done. Be thankful they weren’t adults.”
“Why’s that, Dad?” Logan asked.
“Because we would have been forced to kill them.”
St. Charles, MO
“Aside from the beach party at the river, this town looks like it’s been spared by the destruction we’ve seen so far,” Butch remarked as they walked along a quaint street, which could have originated in a Mark Twain novel. The two-story stone-and-brick buildings were old and butted against each other, but they were also narrow. Most had two windows and a door on the first story, with two big windows on the second. A few cars were parked along the cobblestone main street, and a smattering of people window-shopped, but there wasn’t much going on. It contrasted greatly with the activity a block over in the park.
“Let’s hope they still have a working store with what we need for the boat. If there’s one thing I’ve learned since leaving Kentucky, it’s that nowhere is like it used to be. This place may look like a charming Colonial-era historic site, but I bet there are pirates around town, or basements filled with chained-up prisoners about to be eaten by cannibals.”
Butch laughed. “E-Z, do I detect fear?”
He had never subscribed to Susan’s over-the-top hatred for big cities, but he was affected by the robbery which threatened his daughter, too. While he never actively prevented Grace from going into towns like his wife often did, he was always wary of the types of people who could be in crowded cities. It was an observable fact there were more criminals inside cities, simply due to the greater number of citizens. St. Charles was no different, he was sure, no matter what it looked like on the outside.
The street was at least a mile long, with dozens of shops within their line of sight. He was hopeful one of them would have boat supplies, including the epoxy putty he needed for a permanent repair of those bullet holes. As they walked, he was disappointed to find sleepy antique shops, a closed bakery, and several shuttered cafes, but no sporting or boating stores. When they reached the end of the block, he stopped. “I can’t believe a town sitting on the river wouldn’t have anything for boaters.”
“You were looking for boat stuff? I was on the prowl for food. If this town has been spared, I want to cash in on some good grub…” Butch’s voice trailed off.
“What?” Ezra asked, following the other man’s line of sight. “Oh, crap. Look casual.”
A white police car with a blue swoosh on its side came around the corner of the next block. The two of them were on the wide sidewalk with nowhere to hide, so he nudged his friend to walk away from it.
“You think they’ll notice a couple of fine gentlemen out for a stroll?” Butch asked.
Ezra heard the engine of the cop car get closer. Ahead, there was a small walkway between two of the buildings, undoubtedly leading deeper into the town. He’d rather go back toward the river, but he wasn’t going to cross the street to do it. “Let’s go this way.”
Butch followed him into the narrow passage. The police car went by, leading Ezra to exhale in relief, but the scene ahead made him wonder if they’d been wrong about the nature of the town.
They came out of the gap between the old buildings to find a small well-kept yard and a narrow strip of pavement serving as the alleyway. More buildings were on the next block over. His attention went directly to a tanned woman nearby. She was hunched over, straining hard with a rope, as she dragged a mammoth-sized rubber tire behind her.
“What the hell is this? What kind of town are they running here?” He looked at Butch, then jogged over to the woman. She was about Grace’s age and of average height, but had muscle definition everywhere, built like a fitness instructor. She wore bright blue gym shorts and a gray T-shirt, though they were soaked with sweat from her exertion.
“E-Z, I think this is—” Butch tried to say.
“Ma’am, do you need help?” he asked, certain this new town had some sick method of punishment.
The woman glared at him but didn’t stop her pulling effort.
“Ezra. She doesn’t need any help because she’s—”
He didn’t have time to think it through. The police car appeared at the end of the alleyway, behind the young woman. “We’ve got to keep moving. They’re coming.”
Ezra ran by the struggling lady, surprised to find himself breathing as raggedly as her. The shock of being chased had sent his flight response into adrenaline-doused overdrive.
“Sorry for bothering you, ma’am.” Butch tipped his cowboy hat to the woman before catching up to Ezra.
She grunted words in reply, though he couldn’t make them out. His focus was on the police car coming toward them from down the lane. They had to use the terrain to their advantage if they wanted to avoid whatever hassle the cops were planning to dish out. One street over, and he’d double back through another slot canyon between the buildings…
His heart rattled like a machine gun. “I don’t think they’re going to leave us alone, do you?” He led Butch into another gap between the buildings on the next street.
Butch didn’t answer. He followed Ezra into the walkway half-heartedly, but the big man was still watching the young woman pull the tire. Ezra wondered if he was thinking about freeing her, relieving her from the sick punishment, though it also seemed to distract him. For the first time since they’d met, Butch didn’t have his eye on the prize, and it rubbed Ezra the wrong way.
“Come on, Butch, stay with me.”
His friend finally turned around, wearing a wry smile, though it fell away as he looked forward. Ezra interpreted it as a warning. Something had instilled anxiety in Butch’s eyes.
When he faced ahead, Ezra realized Butch wasn’t the only person who’d been looking the wrong way. He’d walked right into a second police cruiser. An officer had parked and was already out and waving him to come closer.
The chase was over before it could even start.
Was his punishment going to include pulling a huge tire?




CHAPTER 8

Thornton, CO
The incident with the two boys shook Grace to her foundation, and not simply because she’d almost died. Shockingly, near-death experiences were becoming the norm. What worried her was how fast society was breaking down, especially in a city she imagined would be their refuge. The traffic jam heading to the airport would never have happened a week ago. Kids throwing cinder blocks onto the highway, with no one to stop them, was far-fetched craziness a week ago. “We aren’t going to make it in this city. Not if every overpass and highway is broken down and dangerous.”
She stood next to her beat-up Chevy, looking down the highway to the west. Asher appeared beside her. “What are you looking at?” He paused, then chuckled. “You thinking about walking the bike path down there?”
Grace got her bearings by following his line of sight. The highway came out from the overpass, went down a slight incline, and crossed a broad, shallow creek. She’d seen it when she passed through the first time. It was mostly rock and trees, with little water, but there was a paved trail running alongside it. Once she established the stream and trail seemed to flow to the south, into the sprawl of metropolitan Denver, she snapped her fingers. “Ash, you’re a genius!”
Without missing a beat, he held up his watch. “Could you repeat yourself? I’d like to record.”
“You’re a genius,” she said with a smile. “We can leave the highway and drive down there, by the river. Does it go all the way to downtown?” Asher was supposedly a Denver native, so her eyes fell on him.
“I think so. There are bike paths all over out here. It’s kind of our thing. There’s a trail that goes along a creek next to downtown. It’s probably this one.”
Downtown Denver appeared as a faint rise of concrete and steel in the haze about fifteen miles away. The creek and path were lost in the clutter not far from where they stood, though it was easy to imagine it going the entire distance. “Good enough for me.” She turned to Shawn and Logan. “You guys okay if we take a little detour?”
Shawn spoke for them both. “As long as we’re heading downtown, any detour is fine with us. I don’t know how well we’re going to fit on a bike trail, but it has to be faster than going back to the clogged highway.”
Once Grace had a plan, she shook off any misgivings and drove with purpose. Since there were no traffic laws in effect, it was a simple matter of driving down the side of the toll road’s right-of-way and onto the white concrete slabs of the bicycle path. Unlike the rest of the area, the stream bank was overgrown with trees. It only took a few seconds to lose sight of the highway behind them.
“This is going to work,” she remarked. “This path is about the same width as a highway lane. We should have no problem using this route.”
“Ah, yeah,” Asher said, pointing to a sign next to the path. “This is the South Platte River, like I thought. It’s the same one that goes downtown. This river flows into Nebraska, then into the Missouri River, and then the Mississippi.”
She immediately saw the connection. “You mean my dad could bring his boat all the way up here?”
Shawn snorted. “Ha! Not here. The water is only ankle-deep. Your father won’t make it out of Nebraska with a boat, unless it’s a dingy. It’s too shallow for anything bigger.”
“How could you possibly know?” she asked.
He smiled in her rear mirror. “Water is a big deal when you live and farm in the high plains. We pay attention to things of that nature. Besides, I’m chairman of my tribe. I know people who know people.”
“Well, that sucks,” she said dryly, before catching herself. “I don’t mean what you said sucked. I’m saying it sucks my dad will run out of water before he gets here. I wonder if he knows?”
Shawn waved politely. “I knew what you meant. If he’s taking a boat as far as you say, I’m sure he has a plan in place for when it gets too shallow. I wouldn’t worry about him, though maybe you should. Perhaps I’m selfishly pulling you away from your goal of finding your father. We could always get out—”
“No,” Logan pleaded. “Well, I mean…Grace has found a way for us to travel safely. I vote we stay with her.”
Grace flicked her hair out of the way as she glanced at Logan in the backseat. She saw a familiar look in his eyes and the same crooked smile he’d flashed at her back on the bridge. He’d been impressed to see her holding the gun, and he was impressed again at her take-charge attitude as she broke all the road rules. His awestruck appearance wasn’t unlike that of many teen boys, and more than a few men, she’d encountered during her duties in Yellowstone.
She had a fan.
St. Charles, MO
The policeman exited his vehicle and came toward Ezra, but he didn’t have his weapon out, which was a relief. It presented a small window of time to think about pushing the cop back and making a run for it. However, it seemed like a low-percentage move. Pulling tires was better than going to prison or getting shot. “We’re new to town,” he started, hoping the officer would meet his friendly tone.
“No joke. We got word two men with guns had come into the tent camp. We came out to collect them, but you were gone. All we need is those two rifles and we can be on our way.” The officer pointed to his poncho.
He laughed nervously. “You heard about us, huh?”
The officer was young and alert, constantly looking up and down the street and through the passageway to the woman in the alley. He wore a dark blue uniform with a long-sleeved shirt and navy-blue tie, along with a heavy black utility belt stuffed with a radio, sidearm, and multiple mags. His brown hair was cut short on top and almost shaved on the sides of his head. After an extended look toward the tire-pulling woman, he nodded to Ezra. “Most people walk in from St. Louis using the bridges, not the shoreline, so we almost missed you. You must have come a long way.”
“We’re from Kentucky,” he said dryly, hoping they’d extend a welcome mat, not handcuffs. If necessary, he had his driver’s license to prove it.
“Hmph,” the man responded, barely interested.
Two minutes later, he and Butch were stripped of their most valuable and useful tools. The pair of ARs were tossed into the trunk of the cruiser. The officer affixed two pieces of paper to the guns, then jotted words on a notepad.
“You’re writing us a receipt?” Butch asked with surprise.
“Yep. When the national emergency is over, you’ll be able to come to the station and reclaim your property. From the get-go, St. Charles has made sure no guns could be sold to civilians from any of the local stores. We aim to keep the city as free of violence as we can. Thanks for playing your part.”
“Don’t mention it,” Ezra replied sarcastically.
The officer had no sense of humor. “If you see anyone with a gun while walking around our town, give us a call and we’ll come and help. No need to disarm them on your own.”
Ezra laughed to himself. The man believed he was now going to cooperate in the disarming of other citizens.
His thoughts went the complete opposite direction; he wondered where he could find replacements.
The cop handed over the two receipts, then he got back in his car and sped away. The second pursuit vehicle remained on station at the end of the block, though it followed the first car once it left the street.
Ezra turned to Butch. “Well. This isn’t going the way I expected.”
“Who do you think turned us in?” the big guy mused. “Was it the man in the chair? If so, maybe we should return the favor.”
He sighed. “He’d be my first guess, but we’ll never know. Maybe someone else saw us while we talked to him. I should have seen this coming, especially after almost losing our guns back in St. Louis. I guess I thought the worst was over…”
Butch rubbed the back of his neck. “Well, since we’re already here, we should ask someone where to find a boat store. We’ll have to do it without our guns, but maybe it’ll be okay. If the whole town has been disarmed, at least we don’t have to worry about being shot.” Butch took a step backward into the gap between the two buildings.
“Unless they have knives, or a crossbow, or a taser, or strangers come from the outside, or…” He could keep going, but he’d made his point.
“We’ll ask her if there’s anywhere we can buy a gun.”
“Her?” Ezra challenged.
Butch smiled. “Or him. We’ll ask anyone we find where we should go.” He took a few more steps into the narrow alley, and Ezra finally caught on.
“Oh. Her.” He followed Butch and his Stetson back toward the alleyway. As he expected, the young woman was still there, though she was no longer pulling on the rope. She sat on the huge tire, wiping her face with a white towel.
“Um, excuse me, ma’am,” Butch said with a friendly wave. “We’re lost.”
She checked out Butch, seeming to pass favorable judgement, then replied. “Will you help me roll this thing into my garage? It’s right over there.” She pointed to a small white outbuilding next to the narrow, paved lane. Other single-car garages dotted the backyards of the buildings on both sides, though some yards were empty.
Butch practically jumped in excitement. “Sure, we’ll help.” Without waiting for Ezra, the two youngsters lifted the five-foot-tall tire on its end, then rolled it into the open garage. When it was situated where she wanted, she glanced at Ezra. “You and milk jug want something to eat?”
“Yeah, sure,” he said, not quite certain if he’d heard her correctly. “I’m Ezra, by the way.”
She pulled out her towel and wiped sweat from both arms and her sun-kissed face. “Ezra? That’s an odd name. Never heard it before.” Her nose turned up when she got close to him, but she was too polite to say anything about how his clothes smelled.
“I’m Butch,” he added before Ezra could say another word. “J.J. Butcher, actually, but everyone calls me Butch.”
It got him curious. “What’s the J.J. stand for?”
Butch had to rip his eyes off the healthy young lady, but the question seemed to catch him off guard. He spoke a bit on the quiet side, like someone might overhear a secret.
“The Js? They stand for Jebediah Jesse. I hate it.”
Ezra continued. “Jebediah Jesse Butcher. I think it has a nice ring to it.”
The girl cracked up. “Do you two know each other?”
He and Butch shared a bemused look. “Yeah,” he replied, “but, to be fair, most of our time together has been on the run from pirates.”
“Pirates? Wow, this should be good. Let me get some food and I’ll bring it out to you. My name’s Haley, by the by.” She glided across the grass of her yard, went up a small flight of wooden steps, then she was gone.
When he looked over to Butch, he saw the young man hadn’t stopped watching Haley’s backside as she’d left. It would have been obvious from space how smitten Butch was with the young woman.
Ezra suddenly realized he had a whole new set of challenges on his hands.
Denver, CO
Mr. Stricker sat at a desk with a laptop in front of him. “Dorothy helped me draft this digital contract while we were in our, uh, meeting. She said you asked her to write up a statement assigning full legal rights and ownership of all remnants of 586001 Tuonela as belonging to TKM Mining.” He pointed to the relevant passage in the document.
He hadn’t specifically asked her to write anything up, but he was pleased to know she’d taken the initiative. Even when going into a meeting she obviously didn’t want to attend, she’d had the foresight to draw up what was required to close the deal. He acknowledged he needed to give her a begrudging thanks for her efforts, when she came out of hiding. “All very good,” he said, glancing at it, before adding, “And what of the communications blackout?”
Stricker scrolled through the document until he found what he wanted. “Here is where the US government has authorized the pause in broadcasting.” He’d emphasized the last few words. “We call it that because we aren’t stomping on anyone’s broadcast license, nor are we stopping the flow of free speech. If we’d gone down such a path, it would likely end up getting slapped with an injunction from some circuit court judge. This way, we bill it as a temporary measure intended to allow us, the US government, to communicate quickly and effectively to the threatened population in these middle states. You’ll get what you want, and I’ll keep the Congress off my back.”
“You know this political stuff better than me,” Petteri fibbed, doing his best to sound sincere. He’d been around the game long enough to know most of the players in the administrative roles surrounding the government. Buying off those people had given him the most bang for his dollar, as opposed to politicians who were voted out at the most inconvenient times.
Stricker studied him for a moment, then continued scrolling. “And these last few pages give TKM the sole authority to carry firearms within the first mile around each of the locations you’ve given me. This was phrased in such a way as to ensure you have the right to defend yourself. Beyond the one-mile limit, we’ve formalized existing directives for police and other local authorities to temporarily confiscate all firearms carried outside the home, though citizens have the right to keep firearms inside their living spaces. Dorothy said it was important to not infringe on the rights of the 2nd Amendment types, and this does that perfectly. Such a smart girl.”
“She knows best,” he said, truly pleased at what she’d accomplished.
“Finally, we have the framework agreement between Homeland Security and TKM Mining Corporation. Since we’ve given you exclusive rights to what’s yours, and the government has other obligations besides providing security for your operation, this gives TKM the authority, acting as a US contractor, to engage in law enforcement activities in the affected states. Dorothy reminded me there is nothing more important than law and order, especially when citizens are scared and out of touch with those of us at the top of their government. Your teams will ensure criminal activity is stopped, citizens wielding dangerous firearms are curtailed, as well as assuring the safety of your staff.”
“That benefits everyone, as I’ve been saying from the get-go. The more supplies I can bring with me, and the more secure those disbursement sites are, the more people I can help.”
Stricker smacked his lips. “Don’t read too much into this, Mr. Tikkanen, as it will all become null and void once you’ve cleaned up the asteroid, but it will provide a legal foundation for the time afterward. When this all goes to the courts, you know?”
He expected as much. The government might be cooperating at the moment, but the main reason was they had no choice. As soon as they had the upper hand, no amount of legal documentation could stop them from taking whatever they wanted. It was his job, his obligation, to collect as much rock as possible before the world got back to normal.
Along the way, he would also break a few windows. Misha was less than two hours out by helicopter. He began dreaming of ways to send him on a one-way mission which would break the most glass…




CHAPTER 9

Thornton, CO
The stream bed and bike path created a low point in the northern suburbs of Denver, so it was difficult to see the houses around them. The groves of cottonwoods made it seem like they were driving in a remote wilderness. For a few minutes, the illusion was completed by a lack of people around them. All too soon, they came around a stand of trees to discover the little river was connected to a small lake. A couple of men stood in the path, waving her down.
“What do we do?” she asked, not sure if this was a run-them-down or stop-and-chat situation.
“We have to see what they want,” Shawn replied. “I’ll have my rifle ready if they try anything.”
Logan scooted toward his father. “Dad, can I have a gun?”
Grace was positive the man would laugh his son out the door, but he grunted in the affirmative. “Grab one from my pack back there, but make sure you don’t point it at anyone.”
“You’ve told me the same thing about a million times. How could I forget?” Logan pushed the wooden partition aside to reach for his father’s backpack. She watched him pull out a handgun, though she wondered what else was in there.
“That’s the idea,” Shawn replied.
The two men were dressed in khaki shorts, work boots, and black shirts, suggesting a uniform of sorts. A company name was written on the breast pockets, but the writing was too small to read. It did give them a tiny bit of credibility, so she slowed down. She left the truck running and held her head out the window to talk. “We’re just passing through!”
“Nah, you have to go around. This is our lake.” Behind the man, she caught sight of many people standing in the dense foliage around the edge of the lake, fishing.
“We don’t want your lake. We want to go to Denver.”
“This is a bike trail. It isn’t meant for trucks. Go back and go around, okay?”
She tried to assess the situation in a clinical fashion. The two men didn’t seem like a threat, though she assumed they carried weapons. Grace had a truck full of guns, and a crew willing to use them. Heck, the truck itself was a deadly weapon. The wild card was those people under the shady trees.
“All right, I’m going to turn around where you are, okay?” She sucked in a breath of the fresh Colorado air, glad they weren’t going to block her. Grace waved as she rolled up her window, then she put the truck in gear and nudged forward.
“Yep, that’s all I need.” She hit the accelerator with ambition, causing the tires to chirp with the kick. The truck sped through the opening created by the men, eliciting cursing and screaming from them.
She laughed, thinking she’d done well, but Asher’s face was the exact opposite. He looked at her like she’d smoked his last cigarette.
While keeping the truck on the paved path, she spoke to him. “We don’t have time to go around every roadblock on your bike path. There could be hundreds between here and downtown. Besides, those two didn’t look like they were going to shoot us.”
He sat in silence for half a minute, perhaps brooding.
“It’s not my bike path. I’ve never been out this far.”
“You said it goes all the way downtown. I figured you knew because you’d ridden your bike on it, or whatever.”
He shrugged, the roadblock incident seemingly forgotten. “I don’t even own a bike. I did walk part of the trail. We’d eaten at the Old Spaghetti Factory. I ate my cheesecake on a bench next to the pathway. I happened to see a map of the trail network, which I remembered going out this way.”
Logan loaded cartridges into the magazine of his new pistol. “If anyone gives us trouble, now we’ll have four guns to keep us safe.” The pistol was over his legs, aimed at the welded-on door. True to his word, he was mindful of where he pointed it. Still, she wanted to temper expectations about using the weapon.
“Only shoot if we have no other choice. I’m really happy we have glass in most of our windows again, so try not to blow them out.”
A mile later, after several twists and bends in the river, she almost ran into the first bike rider they’d seen.
“Whoa!” she blurted out, stopping the truck.
The biker stopped too. The older man was on a road bike with skinny tires, but he didn’t seem sure of himself as he slowed and came to a rest. There wasn’t enough room for both parties to be on the pavement at the same time, so the man had to dismount and walk in the rocks next to the path.
“Sorry,” she said out the window. “We didn’t expect you.”
“Same here. I wish I could say you were the first in my path. A flatbed truck carrying a little tractor almost killed me earlier today. I think he was going downtown with everyone else.”
“You know about that?” she asked.
“Who doesn’t? There’s a rumor the space rock in Lodo is filled with diamonds. It’s worth more than the whole state of Colorado, so they say.”
Grace smiled. “Shouldn’t you be going the other way? You know? To get yourself some of those diamonds?”
The man had almost walked his bike around her truck, but he looked back. “Never believe everything you hear. Even if it was the honest truth, a diamond meteorite the size of a city block would instantly make every diamond in the world worth nothing. My intent is to get out of the city; I’ve got family to the north. That’s what has value to me.”
She respected his goals. Hers were similar: get back to her dad. “Oh, hey,” she replied, “there’s some men blocking the path at a lake about a mile back. They’re going to want you to go around, unless you blow through like we did. They might be on the lookout, though, so sorry if they are.”
The guy pointed to a pistol holster he’d lashed onto his bike frame. “I’m not worried about it. I spent some time in the military back in the 80s. I think guns are pretty much the same as back then, so I’ll be ready.”
“Good luck,” she said, both to the man and to herself.
St. Charles, MO
“This is a nice place you have here,” Butch said while eating an energy bar marketed toward people who exercise. “This town seems nice, even if it looks like it’s about two hundred years old.”
Haley worked on her second bar. “Yeah, it’s my ex-boyfriend’s mother’s rental. I think they would rather rent it to anyone else, but what’s done is done. I get to stay in this nice piece of history, and they get to stay in a lousy trailer out in the county somewhere. Serves the jerk right.” She looked over to Ezra. “So, you guys came in on a boat? I would have never guessed, except it does explain the stench.”
“What about all those people in your park?” he asked. “Where’d they come from? How’d they get here?” He stood about ten feet away from her and Butch, who sat on the back steps of her home. It was the least he could do to keep the awful smell of his clothes away from them.
“Most walked in from St. Louis,” she said dryly. “The power is sketchy. The police are hardly seen. Criminals have free rein in the big city, so normal folks packed their bags and came over here. I saw the police stop you. Did you have guns?”
Her words cut into Ezra. The disappointment of losing his rifles was fresh. “Yeah. I should have left them by the boat, but I didn’t want a kid coming along and finding them.”
“Smart. My dad would have done the same thing.”
“Is he around?” Ezra asked, figuring the man would be about his age.
“No. He died in Iraq back in the 2000s. I was a little girl when it happened, but my mom said he was always looking out for me and the other kids. I guess I never forgot it.”
Butch cleared his throat. “So…what were you doing with that tire?”
She laughed. “Don’t you ever work out? A big boy like you? I was doing some tire drags to round out my WOD, workout of the day. Since I can’t make it over to the box anymore, my workouts have to be done here. Before all this came along”—she waved toward the St. Charles riverfront, though it was on the other side of her stone brick house—“I used to do two-a-days.”
“You worked out twice a day?” Butch said in awe.
Haley glanced over to Ezra with a conspiratorial look. “Does he always ask so many questions? I mean, I don’t mind and all, but I like to know what’s up.”
He rolled his eyes in a let-me-tell-you response, but he let her down easy. “The two of us haven’t had a real conversation with people on the outside for several days. Usually, we have to talk about where to find gas, who’s chasing us, or where we can hide. Talking to you is probably the most normal thing we’ve done since the meteorite fell.”
“I heard it’s a real mess to the west and south. It’s amazing you came through okay. I think we dodged it here in Saint Chuck.”
His smile faltered. He didn’t come through unscathed. Neither of them did. Before he could respond, Butch jumped in. “It hasn’t all been gravy and toast. E-Z’s wife died saving a little girl. This man and his wife had a lot in common in looking out for kids.”
“Oh, I’m so sorry,” she said to Ezra in a serious voice before canting her head toward Butch. “Wait a sec. Why did you call him E-Z, if I can ask?”
“First two letters of his name. Plus, it totally fits. He makes all those things he just talked about, like dodging bullets and driving boats, look easy. I’ve been by his side, but the guy operates on a whole different level.”
Ezra appreciated what his friend had done. He might have been caught up in the young woman’s mystique, but he was still looking out for his wingman. Butch had steered the conversation away from Susan’s death.
Haley laughed in a playful way: “Butch, you said he looks out for kids. Is that why he chose you?”
Butch was taken aback. “I’m not a kid. How old do you think I am?”
She tapped her finger on her lips in thought. “Seventeen?”
He pulled off his hat and slapped it on his thigh. “I’m almost twenty-one! I’ve been to Afghanistan and back, for crying out loud.”
Haley cracked up laughing. “I’m only messing with you, milk jug. There’s a quality about you which makes me want to joke around. I’m glad I was right.”
“Hold up. Milk jug? Why do you keep calling me that?”
She finished her health bar and licked her smiling lips. It was a charming feminine act ruined completely when she spoke with a full mouth. “Ask me later.”
Butch got up. “Can we use your restroom?”
Haley stood up as well. “My mother taught me to never let strange men in the house. You two literally came off the boat an hour ago. I’d say you qualify as strange. However…” She pointed to a clump of bushes in the neighboring yard. “I know for a fact they aren’t home. You can use their space.”
Butch did his best to not show any disappointment. Ezra knew he didn’t care about using the outdoors as a toilet; they’d been using bushes for the past four days. He was upset she’d called him a stranger. It was evident he was interested in the tire-pulling girl.
“You’re very kind,” Ezra finally said, to head off any awkwardness. “When we’re done, would you mind telling us where we can go to find supplies? We need materials for our boat, and I think we’re going to need a couple more guns before we go back to the encampment.” He was specifically thinking of the person who’d turned them in. Were they hostile? Would they attempt to rob them, once they knew they were disarmed? He had to think ahead.
“I’ll do you one better. I need some cardio, so I’ll show you the way.”




CHAPTER 10

Thornton, CO
After passing the first man on the bicycle, more riders appeared on the bike path. At first, it was one here and there, but after about fifteen minutes winding through the tree-lined route, there were dozens of riders. Most were dressed in normal clothes, carrying duffels or backpacks, though a few wore legitimate cyclist gear, looking like they weren’t stopping until they reached Canada.
When a woman rider appeared ahead, kitted in the typical tight-fitting bodysuit professional riders tended to wear, Grace decided to flag her down.
“Excuse me!” She moved the truck about halfway off the path, giving the woman enough room so she didn’t have to dismount and go around.
The rider wasn’t going terribly fast, so she slowed and stopped when she saw Grace practically hanging out her window. The woman unclipped one shoe from a pedal and touched the ground. “Can I help you?”
“Thanks for stopping. Most of the bikers don’t even look at me.” No matter how good the reason for being there, she couldn’t help but think every rider was cursing her out for driving on their path.
“Yeah, well, it’s kind of odd you’re going back toward town. Most normal people are getting out while they can.” The woman seemed to be built for biking. She had strong thighs and bulging calves and the word Wacky was plastered across the front of her pink top. Her hair was tucked under her pink helmet, and her eyes were covered by sporty black shades, so it was hard to make out her features.
She took a moment to think up a reply. No one would believe she was going into the city to get the chairman of a Native American tribe in front of the CEO of the biggest company in existence. “We’re trying to find my friend’s sister.” She leaned back, indicating Asher was the friend in question.
The woman gave Asher a brief glimpse. “You’re going to have a hell of a time if you don’t already know where she is. Trucks have descended on downtown like a bunch of locusts, and the men in those crews are itching to cause trouble. At least ten vehicles parked on my street and started shooting at each other before another ten came in and chased them out. Since the streets are filled with the jerks, the only way I could think to get out was on my bike.”
“Have you heard anything about a rock inside Denver?”
“Of course! That’s why everyone is there. I’ve heard it’s filled with gold, diamonds, and, my favorite, sun gold. I’m led to understand it’s more valuable than the normal earth gold.”
It was similar to what the last biker had said. “So, why didn’t you try to get some?”
The woman swished her arms over her front side, like a magician revealing a trick. “Do you think I would last long in a brawl? No amount of money is worth dying for. I’ve got family up in Boulder. It’s only about forty miles from where I live. Not far.”
Asher leaned in. “Not far? It sounds impossible on a bike.”
Grace laughed and spoke to him. “Would you ride it for cheesecake?”
“Cheesecake?” the woman said with surprise.
“There’s no cheesecake.”
She turned to the rider. “It’s a private joke. He said he’d been on this trail, but he only ate dessert on it. We’ve been in this truck for days. I think we have a bit of cabin fever.”
“Well, good luck. I’ve got to keep moving. There’s some guys coming up behind me who I do not want to deal with again. They’re riding a lot slower, but they’ll be here soon enough.” She clipped into her pedal and made like she was going to kick off.
“Same to you. Good luck, I mean. I hope you make it to your family.”
“And I hope your friend finds his sister.” She was gone in a pink flash.
Grace hesitated before continuing, wondering if the entire city was rising to meet her. If the streets were on fire with shootings, and people were fleeing in droves, maybe it was foolish to press on.
Shawn tapped her shoulder. “She was correct. Those men look dangerous.”
Ahead, a group of about ten bike riders came around a bend in the path. They rode burly mountain bikes with thick tires. Unlike the woman, they were dressed in normal clothing, mostly jeans or shorts, and loose-fitting T-shirts. They also each carried multiple rifles over their shoulders.
The truck was already stopped and off to the side, so she elected to stay where she was. The first men rode by with barely a glance at her, giving her a chance to confirm those were rifles and shotguns strapped to their backsides. They each had five or six, making them appear overburdened on their bicycles.
A middle-aged guy bringing up the rear seemed to notice her. “Whoa! A park ranger? My dad used to work for the park service.” He stopped awkwardly, nearly falling over with his heavy load.
“Yep, we’re park rangers,” she exaggerated. Her hat was off, so he must have had an eye for uniforms.
“What are you doing here? Are you from Rocky Mountain National Park?”
She smiled, feeling proud. “Yellowstone, actually.”
“Wow. I’ve been there a bunch. My dad took us all over until he retired.”
She absently wondered if his dad was Chester, the oldest park ranger she knew. If he’d said as much, her head would have imploded with grief over his loss. “I’m glad to hear he retired. It’s a great place to work. If you don’t mind me asking, where are you going with all those guns?”
Asher leaned over and yelled out, “Not that we care what you do with them.”
She nodded. “Yeah, we’re not here on official business.”
“Good.” He leaned in as if to reveal a secret. “We’re actually trying to avoid a civil war.”
St. Charles, MO
While Butch was watering the bushes, Ezra found himself alone with Haley. She had long blonde hair and blue eyes, a lot like Grace, but there were few similarities to his daughter beyond those features. His girl was fit, but she couldn’t be mistaken for a fitness instructor like Haley could. “I’m glad we ran into you. I have a daughter about your age. She’s who we’re going to find.”
“Where is she? Do I know her?”
He chuckled. “She works in Yellowstone as a ranger.”
“Really? That’s awesome. I would love to do something noble like her. I’m studying at the community college, but I have no idea what I want to do with my life.”
“You could probably be a trainer,” he said, trying to keep the conversation going. It was a true statement. She wouldn’t outlift Butch, who was a good two feet taller than her, but Ezra couldn’t deny she would crush him in a lifting competition.
“Nah, I want to see the world. Get out of this place for a while, you know?”
Ezra was stricken with a case of déjà vu. Grace had expressed almost the same sentiment when she’d told Susan of her desire to leave Kentucky. He immediately wondered if Haley had a mother who inadvertently pushed her away as well. Before he could ask, a man’s voice came from a loudspeaker from the far side of the row of brick buildings. It was muffled and echoed against the stone walls, so it was hard to make out.
Butch came running back. “It sounds like it’s coming from the park.”
He looked at Haley. “We need to check this out. If there’s some sort of problem with our boat, we need to be there to head it off. We still want to go with you to the store.”
She smiled at Butch, then at him. “I’ll stay here, clean up, and get changed. Knock on my door when you’re ready to go.”
He waved as he went between the buildings, toward the front. Butch lingered in Haley’s yard a bit longer before chasing after him. The two of them came out on the main street, crossed it, then went behind the last row of buildings before the park.
They almost walked out on a blue truck with a big speaker on top. “I say again. The TKM company would like to offer a flat sum of fifty thousand dollars for three months of work. One-third payable up front. Two-thirds after the term.”
It reminded him of the man in Alton who’d been after them to sign up for a job. He said he was with a mining company, too, though Ezra couldn’t remember if he said who he was with.
The effect on the crowd was electric. Men from all over the camp stood up and walked toward the three navy blue SUVs with TKM stenciled on the sides. It was obvious there was no threat to his boat, but he motioned Butch to get closer. “I’d like to hear what they want these men to do.”
“Does it matter?” Butch asked with impatience. “We should go back.”
Ezra was reminded of the movie Bambi. His young friend was behaving like woodland animals in the springtime, twitterpated beyond all reason and logic. He would need to keep a close eye on his friend, since he seemed to have a one-track mind. In one sense, it was what he expected of a young man Butch’s age, but on the other, he was on a dangerous mission to save his daughter. He needed the veteran soldier to bring his A game.
“One second,” he said, leaving Butch a few paces behind. There was no need to go far. The men at the collection table spoke loudly and the two most important questions were repeated often.
“When do we get paid?”
The man at the table replied. “We have company checks ready to sign. You can take it to your bank right now.”
“What do you need us to do?” several men asked.
“TKM mining will provide transportation to the most threatened areas of the country. This may include locations in Illinois or Tennessee, but could entail trips to Wyoming, Nebraska, or Montana.”
One older gentleman seemed to catch on to the non-answer. “You’re saying where we could go. We want to know what we’d be doing.”
The TKM official gestured for those around him to press in. Ezra was on the fringes of the group, but he pushed closer, nonetheless. The man spoke so only those in the group would hear. “I can’t tell you all the details, but these are desperate times, as you know. We’re a mining company by trade, and some men with special skills might find themselves working heavy equipment. For the rest of you, your main duty will be to protect US citizens. TKM has been authorized by the US government to be a security contractor. You’re going to secure this great nation until police and national guard units are freed up and can return.”
“But we have no weapons!” a voice replied.
The TKM guy laughed politely. “Don’t you worry about guns. We have plenty.”
“What about our families?” another man yelled out.
“Some of you will be paid to guard the families here. It’s the least we can do to say thanks for helping us out.”
Excitement rippled through the crowd, but Ezra backed away, having heard all he needed. It didn’t surprise him to hear of a company setting up private security during a time of crisis, but it did come as a shock to know the government was supporting it. Plus, TKM must have tremendous resources at their disposal if they were going to send St. Charles locals to other states. By the looks of the men signing up, it wasn’t going to be hard for them to recruit.
He grabbed Butch. “I’m glad we didn’t sign up with the guy back in Illinois. He might have sent us to Nashville— the opposite way we need to go.”
Denver, CO
Misha Gagarin answered the phone with his Russian accent. “Hello. Misha here.” It was loud, presumably because the man was in his helicopter.
“Do you know who this is?” Petteri said without preamble.
“Of course. You are Petteri Tikkanen. The man who pays my bills.”
“Da,” Petteri replied, testing the Russian word for yes. “You and I have some unfinished business with Asher Creighton and his girlfriend, do we not? You assured me they were…uh…disposed of, when you were with them in Billings. However, I saw them both on television not two days ago.”
Every molecule in his body wanted to rip the man a new one, but his company’s resources were stretched to the breaking point. He needed Misha’s expertise at least one more time.
“I am sorry. I saw a truck at the checkpoint, and I was certain it was them. It was a different park ranger. The mistake is on me, but…please do not take it out on my family. I have done solid work for you at this asteroid piece. I am doing this all for TKM. Tell me where to find the young man and I will go there now. Will make you proud.”
It amazed Petteri how often people fell into line with his plans without being told. He’d intended to order Misha to pursue his quarry, but the man had asked him to go after them again. It was too easy to manipulate the sheep under his command. “Well, are you sure you want to go? I could have another team finish what you started…”
“No. It must be me.” There was anxiety in the voice coming through the phone, much to his delight.
“Fine. When you get here to Denver, see Howard straightaway. He knows my wishes and will direct you where to go to find your targets.” Petteri planned to take pleasure in figuring out a way to make it a one-way trip. He’d already considered sending him to Crow Agency, where Creighton was last seen, but the place was so remote he doubted he’d stay there. Having Misha come to Denver would give him options.
“And you will not hurt my family? I have not been able to communicate with them…” He hung it out there, expecting Petteri to reveal something. Unfortunately, he wasn’t going to fall for such a primitive fishing expedition.
“I have bigger concerns than hurting your relatives. There are trillions of dollars of ore on the line. Get rid of this boil in my side and I’ll make you a very rich man, Mr. Gagarin. No more failures. No more mistakes. If you don’t come through for me, the next big problem on my to-do list is going to be you. Understood?”
“Da,” the Russian replied.




CHAPTER 11

Thornton, CO
“You think we’re heading for a civil war?” she asked the man on the bicycle.
“Don’t you? The government is taking our guns. The police are thick in the streets, also taking our guns. No one knows what’s going on. Criminals are everywhere. This is the sort of chaos the government uses to further strangle us. It’s electric boogaloo time.”
“Say what?” she said dryly.
“Oh, it’s an expression. It basically means it’s fighting time. And, because there’s no hiding the fact we have tons of guns, we’re taking them where the government can’t come and grab them.”
Shawn Runs Hard, sitting behind her, rolled down his window. When the man saw him, he nodded an acknowledgement. The Crow Nation chairman spoke through the window frame. “Why don’t you stay and protect your people? If not your city, then at least your neighborhood or your homes. This chaos you speak of, it’s everywhere.”
The man looked to his group, which had gone around the next bend in the path, out of sight. “Our group has a leader. He wants us somewhere with fresh water, access to game, and good visibility. You all should think about bugging out, too. There’s nothing back that way but tent cities, shoot-outs, and police rounding up guns.” It was a common refrain.
“I have to get going. Good luck. I love the park service. It might be the only government agency not infected from the inside by anti-Americanism.”
“We hope you make it somewhere safe,” she replied, watching him get on his pedals and crank out of there.
Other bikers came around the bend up ahead, but she didn’t wait. They’d never make any progress if she remained on the side of the path to let everyone pass. Like those before, the bikers never seemed entirely pleased to see her on or next to the bike path. She thought of it as swimming upstream in a school of piranha.
As they put a few more miles on their trip, the buildings of downtown Denver came into focus up ahead. They were much larger than the gray blob they’d spotted from way out at the toll road. During their approach, the number of people walking and riding out of the city kept increasing. When they came around another curve, she imagined they’d driven into a sports stadium full of fans.
“Man, we’re never going to make it,” she complained.
Ahead, the trail was filled with people standing around. A narrow path had been left for bikers to travel through the crowd, but her truck would never fit. The stream was to her left, with kids splashing in the water and mothers hovering nearby. The other side of the path was a wide field a couple hundred yards long and wide, perhaps a park or school grounds. Tents had been pitched in haphazard rows, creating a city within a city.
“Eww,” Logan said from the back seat. “Look down there.”
“Aww. Gross.” Grace made a gagging sound. “You didn’t have to point it out!” Some of the campers were in the water, downstream from the playing children, using the shallow stream as their toilet.
“Savages,” Shawn said, before chuckling quietly to himself.
“Let’s keep moving,” Grace replied, not wanting to invest a second of time figuring out why modern-day people from Denver had tossed all rules of hygiene into the trash.
“But it’s blocked,” Logan reminded her.
“I know. They’ll move.” Ever since she tricked those men at the fishing lake, she had renewed confidence she was doing the right thing. If people were as desperate as they appeared, then it stood to reason that the way to make things right with them was to ensure they were compensated for all their trouble. Getting Shawn in front of the TKM people would be step one, but she was beginning to work beyond that, through how everyone could benefit from what was otherwise a monumental disaster scenario.
A young woman in shorts and a bikini top flagged her down. “You can’t drive on the path. There’s kids playing. People eating. You know; trying to survive.”
She didn’t see a way around the crowd. If she wanted to be bold and drive into the creek, it might get her through, but then she might also get bogged in the gravel. The tent side was clogged solid. The only safe way was to go in reverse, and she couldn’t recall seeing a path linking with the roads for quite some time.
“Look, I appreciate what’s going on here, but we’re in a hurry. We’re going downtown to talk to the people responsible for messing up the city. I think we can make this right.”
The woman’s brown eyes glistened in the sunlight, proving the words were exactly what she wanted to hear. “Do you really think you can? Like, I’d love to go back home. We’ve been here two days, and that’s plenty, let me tell you.”
“Why are all these people here?” she asked, wondering if they all thought an electric boogie-whatever was the reason to congregate.
“Some of them lost their apartments when the meteor bounced and rolled into the city. Others lost the rights to their condos and townhomes when a mining company came in and kicked them out. Said it was for their own protection during clean up. From what I understand, some of these tents were already here. It was a homeless encampment even before all of this.”
“Do you know where the meteorite came down? We’re, um, looking for it.”
She laughed without humor. “It’s not hard to find. There’s a huge trail of destruction where it came in. It points to Lodo. It’s where you’ll find what’s left.” The first biker had said something about Lodo, too. It looked like he was right.
“Do you know if a mining company called TKM is there?”
“Yeah, probably every mining company is on the scene. As I said, they’ve kicked out almost everyone who lived down there. It’s why I’m here, anyway.”
“I’m so sorry,” Grace said sadly. “Will you please help us get by?”
She wiped a tear from her eye, the pain of losing her home still fresh. “What are you planning to do when you get downtown?”
“We’re going to make sure someone gets punished for all this.” She could have explained the rights issue and how she and Shawn were going to stick it to TKM, but to keep it simple, she only expressed the basics.
“I’d love to go back home.” The woman seemed satisfied. “What do you want me to do?”
“Help us shoo those people off the path. We’ll drive through and be out of your hair in two minutes.”
The woman seemed to consider, then she whistled in a shrill pitch which split Grace’s ear drums. As people looked her way, she began waving. “Get the hell off the pavement. Truck coming through!”
Grace had her way out.
St. Charles, MO
“You two look like bums,” Haley said as soon as Ezra and Butch walked around the corner to the backside of her home.
“Thanks,” Butch replied glibly, apparently not sensitive to insults directed at both of them.
“I had to get in the water this morning. I know I smell like death.” Ezra shuddered, remembering the body caught up in his propeller. “I probably look like death, too.”
“I wasn’t going to say anything…” she said mockingly. “But you two can come in. I’ve decided you’re all right, after all.”
“Great,” Butch said, already on the back step.
“You’re too kind,” Ezra replied, “but are you sure it’s safe? We could be anyone.” He had Grace in his thoughts. If she’d invited two strange men into her home, even ones as respectable as he and Butch, he would be pissed.
“My mom taught me how to read people. If you meant to do me harm, you would have already done it. Besides, I can take care of myself, even with this little twenty-two.” Haley had changed her clothes while he’d been listening to the TKM men. Now she wore a white sleeveless blouse which draped a bit over the belt line of her capri jeans. When she lifted the hem of her top, it revealed a small .22 caliber pistol.
“I see,” he replied, uncertain if they were the ones who needed to be wary.
“Come in. I can’t be outside with this.” She waved them inside.
The interior of the stately brick home was equally as elegant on the inside. With wooden floors, ceilings stamped with patterns, and furniture which looked to be about a hundred years old, it could have been a museum.
“Don’t freak out. I didn’t decorate this place. I live in there.” She pointed to a side bedroom, which had girly drapes, a frilly bedspread, and a makeup table with knickknacks. No antiques were in her room, but he did catch sight of movement.
“Oh yeah, that’s my Liam. Come here, boy!” A small brown dog hopped off the bed and ran across the wooden floor. He headed directly for Haley but made a pinball ricochet when he saw Ezra. A second later, he switched directions again, heading for Butch. The pup then ran into, and out of, every room it could find.
“Wow! He has some energy. What kind of dog is this?” He knelt to see if the crazy thing would come to him, but anytime it got close, it seemed to catch a whiff of the river on his clothes and changed his mind.
Eventually, unable to choose where to go, Haley scooped up the little bundle of panting pup to make the choice for him. “He’s a puggle. Part beagle and part pug. I like to think he got the best of each.” She switched to puppy-speak as she nuzzled Liam. “You’re so cute, aren’t you?”
“Butch, I’ll let you clean up first while I hang out with this little guy. I already know he’s going to replace you as my best buddy.” He got to his feet and scratched behind the dog’s ears.
“Fine. I’ll clean up, but then I’m taking a turn with my own new best friend.” The kid pretended to be hurt, which was part of their back-and-forth. Butch tossed his hat on a fancy desk before shutting the bathroom door.
He and Haley snickered together at the well-meaning razzing. Ezra intended to ask to hold the adorable little dog, so it was in his arms when Butch came out, but he took notice of a land-line telephone hanging from the wall. He yanked himself back into the mission.
“Are the phones working? Do you mind if I make a call?” He expected the hard-wired telephone to still be operational. It didn’t depend on cell phone towers and good weather to operate properly. Most times, it didn’t even depend on power.
“Help yourself. It should be fine.”
He was overjoyed to hear a dial tone. Seconds later, after pushing the old buttons, the line was ringing. For a second, the connection went silent, leading him to suspect the cell towers were down where she was, but eventually she picked up.
“Hello? This is Grace.” She wouldn’t know it was him. It struck him how he needed to get himself a mobile phone for his trip. Then she’d see his number each time and know to pick up. One more item to grab on their shopping trip.
“Hey Grace. It’s me.” It had been a couple of days since they’d last spoken, but it seemed more like weeks. He couldn’t even recall the name of the little town he’d been in when he’d heard her voice last, though he remembered those rotten sandwiches he’d been served.
“Daddy!” she exclaimed. “Where are you? Are you getting close?”
He laughed. “Uh, not really. We’re still in Missouri, in a town called St. Charles. It’s next to St. Louis, which is about where we were when we last talked.”
“Oh, darn,” she replied, her voice deflated. “We’re almost in Denver.”
“Thank God! Butch and I are going to the store to pick up some supplies. Once we get back to the boat, and once the river clears up, we’ll be back on the water.” As he spoke, he noticed disappointment on Haley’s face, though she masked it by petting Liam. “Right now, the Missouri River is clogged with garbage. We have to wait for it to flow downriver.”
“It sounds like you’ve got a lot going on,” she said. A second later, she spoke to someone else. “Hey, can you move that kid?” Then, she spoke in the handset, “I’m doing a lot, too. I’m driving on a bike path, if you can believe it. I’m taking a member of the Crow Nation to downtown Denver to meet with the head of TKM.”
“The mining company?” he asked with surprise.
“The one and only.”
“That’s amazing. Not two minutes ago we saw some TKM trucks parked in front of a tent city, inviting every able-bodied man to come work for them. They’re paying fifty thousand for three months of work.”
She gasped. “Don’t sign up with them! Like, ever! Seriously, watch out for those guys. You can’t trust them for a second. They’re the ones who—” She paused.
“The ones who what?”
“Don’t trust a word they say, okay? They’re everywhere, too. We ran into them while at Crow Agency. They’re responsible for bringing the rocks down on us, and now they’re trying to lay claim to the pieces.”
He spoke in a stern voice. “Then why are you going to their headquarters?”
Grace sighed heavily. “Oh, if you only knew. I don’t have time to explain, but rest assured I won’t do anything you wouldn’t do. We’re going to stay safe.”
He trusted his daughter without question, but there was a weakness in her voice that indicated doubt in her own statement.
Grace seemed busy. Her voice rushed. “Dad, is there anything else? Will you be at this number? I tried calling you back from the last phone you used, but they said you were already gone.”
“Colby?” he shot back. “Did you talk to him?”
“Yeah. He said to tell you—” she muffled the phone to speak with someone on her end before coming back. “I can’t remember it right now. We think he said some guys made it to him, or someone made it home.”
“Did you write it down?” he mused. It was another of their running jokes, usually related to computers. Grace knew a lot more about tech than he did, so he would come to her for those times he was on the PC and needed some help. More often than not, he would ask her questions she’d already answered. Her reply was always to ask if he’d written the answer the first time she’d explained it. Without exception, the answer was no.
“Ha ha,” she replied. “I’m sorry I can’t tell you the details. I do remember he sounded like he was sad to see you go. Wanted to make sure you were all right.”
“We were sad to leave him, too. There are some good people out there.” He looked over to Haley and smiled. “But it sounds like you’re busy right now. I’ll let you go.”
“Thanks, Dad. I’d love to talk more, but, yeah, I’m driving. You know what Mom said about driving and being on the phone…”
The line went silent from both ends.
Grace spoke first. “Dad, I love you.”
“I love you, too, baby girl. The last thing I want to say is—”
He held the phone on his shoulder so he could free both hands. Then he clapped as hard as he could before hanging up.
Haley looked at him sideways. “Are you sure you’re all right? That was really weird.”
“Yeah, I guess it was. Me and my daughter are both trying to get the last clap. It’s a game me and my wife used to play. Now my little girl has picked up the slack. I just sent one back to her. She’ll do the same to me the next time we speak. It gives me something to look forward to.”
Butch came out of the bathroom, almost looking presentable. He’d washed his face, at the very least. When he put on his black hat, he motioned to the door, so Ezra knew it was his turn to clean up.
The excitable puppy struggled to be put down, and Haley let him go. Liam’s little legs became blurs as he tried to accelerate on the slippery wooden floor, but he eventually made it all the way over to Butch. The big guy crouched down and held out his hands, obviously not expecting the unpredictable dog to come to him. When it got close, the brown fur ball sprang into his arms.
After his call, both he and Haley were a bit muted.
“What’d I miss?” Butch asked.




CHAPTER 12

Thornton, CO
The short drive through the tent city was only made possible by the woman who knew how to whistle at a volume somewhere between train horn and jet engine. People were anxious for her to move on, which helped Grace drive behind her. Once they were in the clear, the woman gave them a thumbs-up.
“We’ll clean up downtown for you,” Grace joked as they drove by.
“You do that!” she called out.
Free of threats, she relaxed a bit, glad to have spoken with Dad for those few minutes. It was a relief to hear his voice, and she’d wanted to fill him in on everything which had happened to her the past few days, but, like their earlier call, she left off the piece about being chased by an assassin. If she’d told him, he’d worry endlessly. While she liked to know he was looking out for her, there was nothing he could do from across the country, so it wasn’t right to dump it on him. He would be surprised when she finally did speak the entire truth, provided she stayed alive to tell him…
From there, the trail became decidedly more urban. Fewer trees lined the stream, the waterway was much narrower, and there were fewer single-family houses along the bike path. The taller buildings of the region loomed ahead, rising like stairs until the tallest in the center. The number of bikers and walkers swelled, too.
They had few problems avoiding all the refugees going the opposite direction, but they did approach a man in a lawn chair who would not budge from his spot in the middle of the path.
“What’s this guy doing?” she wondered.
While bikes kept going in the opposite direction, she had to stop as there wasn’t enough room on the bike path to go around him. On the left side, the stream flowed beneath a three-foot-tall mud bank, creating an impassable obstacle. To the right of the path, there was a set of concrete steps leading to some fancy condos. It was a natural chokepoint. “It looks like he’s going to collect a toll from us,” Asher said, scanning the area.
Grace stopped about twenty feet from the guy, hoping he would get the picture to move, but he sat in a pose she interpreted as defiance. The man was in his sixties or seventies, with mostly white hair. His wire-rimmed glasses added ten years to his age. He was dressed in a nice blue polo shirt with fancy tan slacks and shiny leather shoes. He might have recently played eighteen holes of golf at the country club. “Maybe,” she replied, “though at least he doesn’t look like a criminal. I’m going to get out and talk to him.”
Asher opened his door. “I’ll get out with you.”
“Hats on,” she advised, pulling her NPS hat off the center console. Asher reached in and did the same, which gave her a moment to look him in the eyes from across the front seat. He appeared happy and anxious to get out there, which she keyed on. “Let’s do this!”
Grace walked toward the man in her best park ranger posture. “Sir, we’d like to pass through here without hurting anyone. Would you mind moving off to the side?”
Bikes whizzed by with great frequency. Many yelled out “On your right!” as they came around lawn chair man.
“This is a walking and bicycle trail. There are signs every hundred yards saying no motorized vehicles. Are you stupid, or totally blind?” His face was worked into a permanent sneer.
Grace kept her body rigid. “Sir, we’re with the National Park Service on official business. I’m going to need you to move aside.” Since she’d picked up Shawn, he became official park service business, at least by her calculation. Traveling with him was not recreational by any definition.
“You don’t get to hide behind your badge. I’d turn away decorated police officers if they came through in their squad cars. The rules are the rules and around here, we have to respect them. See our grass?” He pointed up the steps to their right. A wall of two-story white condos sat about fifty feet back, with yards manicured to perfection. A walkway came down from the complex, ending at the steps. “It’s green and lush because we follow the rules.”
She wasn’t expecting his reasoning at all. The man reminded her of Babs, the harsh woman who always gave Dad grief for breaking minor rules in the subdivision covenants. Dad always went out of his way to smooth things over with the woman, saying it cost them nothing to be nice to her, no matter how mean she was in return. He always followed it up by reminding us how Babs could put a lien on their house for no reason at all, so they couldn’t push back too hard. Grace thought being nice to the nasty woman was a mistake, though she was willing to give it a whirl with the man.
“Sir, I think we’ve gotten off on the wrong foot. My name’s Grace, and this is Asher. We’re with the park service, as you can see, and we’re trying to talk to the company who trashed your city with their asteroid. Don’t you want to see things cleaned up so you can get back to…whatever it is you do here?” She figured he was the condo complex’s busybody. Dad said there was one in every living space on earth.
“I’m Harold, but don’t think for a second I’m going to let you get through here. Go back, then get on the regular streets where you belong. All the other trucks have figured it out. Why can’t you?”
Since the creek sat a bit below the surface around them, she’d been unable to see if there were vehicles on the streets in their part of the city. By telling her what was out there, Harold had confirmed her fear was legitimate. They were doing the smart thing by avoiding the roads.
A spandex-clad biker raced along the path behind Harold. She watched as he held out a foot and clipped the leg of the lawn chair. At the same time, he shouted. “Get out of the damned way!” The man kept going, leaving Harold looking a little shaken.
She tried to laugh it off. “See? We’re all breaking the rules.”
He remained firm in his seat. “I’m doing a public service.”
Being nice wasn’t going to work. “Sir, if you don’t move out of the way, we’re going to have to make you. We can’t risk running into you as we go by. And we are going by.”
Harold pulled out his phone and dialed. At first, she assumed he was calling someone from his condo complex, but his loud words dashed all thoughts of a harmless call. “Hello, I’d like to report…” He read off her license plate while shoving a wicked grin in her direction. “They are threatening bodily harm to me. Please send help!”
Grace became stuck in a loop of logic. She had to move him to go by. She didn’t want the police to come as a result. For the first time since she’d put on the law enforcement gear, she wondered if it was the right time to use the taser or handcuffs.
A woman startled her by shouting from the top of the short stairway. “Harold! What are you doing to those people?”
She came down as the man waved her off. “Nothing, dear. They have no business driving on the bike path. You know the rules.”
“I’m so sorry,” the woman commiserated. “He’s not adjusting to things very well. He can’t get it through his thick skull that his precious rules aren’t what they once were.”
“We have to have rules!” Harold snapped back.
Grace tried to be cordial. “He called the police on us…”
“Oh, don’t worry. My husband is all bark and no bite. The police aren’t even answering their phones. He tried calling about a million times as he watched out our back window. He’s been on a kick about no one wearing bike helmets on the path.”
“The rules say—”
“We know, dear,” the lady interjected. “Now, let’s get your chair moved so these nice people can go through. We’ll go inside and I’ll make you a nice cup of coffee.”
The hostility in the man’s eyes was evident as he glanced at Grace, but it softened when he turned back to his wife. A few seconds of internal deliberation was all it took; he got out of his chair and slowly dragged it off the path as if he wanted to savor every last second of being in control, a bit like a three-year-old.
“Thank you,” she made herself say, before quickly turning around with Asher. There was nothing to be gained by further engaging with the old fellow. She worried he was going to change his mind.
“At least he didn’t really call the police,” she whispered to her partner.
St. Charles, MO
After he and Butch had cleaned up, Ezra walked around Haley’s living room checking out the antiques. Most of the stuff was recognizable as being extremely old, such as metal irons, cookie cutters, washboards, and fake bird nests. Among them, there was one display which stood out. “Hey, you said this wasn’t your stuff, but surely this has to be yours?”
Haley strode in and looked where he pointed. “Nope. It was here when I moved in. I’ve never even checked it out. What is it?”
The small black frame held about fifteen audio cassette tapes in three rows of five. It was not unlike the ones he’d had in his youth. Ezra randomly pulled one of the cassettes out of the display case. “You don’t listen to Supertramp?”
“No. What’s a supertramp?”
He opened the fold out case, intending to explain it to her. Oddly enough, his instinct was to smell the inside. It was a glorious combination of plastic and laminated paper, despite probably being ten or twenty years old. “Oh, man, this brings back memories. When I was your age, there was nothing better than going to the record store, buying the latest cassette tapes, then tearing off the plastic wrap and smelling the fresh printing. It was better when it folded out a few times, with lyrics.”
She glanced to Butch. He’d come into the living room but continued to dote on Liam the puggle. “Do you know what he’s talking about?”
He looked up from the pup, seeming to think it over. “I’ve heard of cassette tapes, yeah. My unit had a boombox over in Afghanistan, though Supertramp doesn’t ring any bells.”
Haley became more interested in Butch. “You served over there? Wow, thanks.”
Butch pursed his lips. “It’s nothing. Thank those who didn’t come back; they deserve the praise, not guys like me. I was just young and stupid, looking for adventure.” He chuckled while looking down at the puppy. “I joined up the day I turned eighteen but got out after my two years of active duty. Spent most of my time at a remote fire support base, shooting at goat herders in the hills around us. Not much in the way of heroics or adventure. Technically, I’m now a reservist, though I don’t have a phone or a mailbox anymore. Not sure how they’d recall me…”
“I get it,” the young woman replied.
Ezra waited to see if they would say anything more, but they both became silent, so he tried to bring them back to why he was there. “The longer we stay here, the more I’ve come to realize we need gear. If refugees are swarming all over this town, maybe this is happening in other places where we’ll travel. We need to think through what would be useful to have.”
“Guns,” Butch said without hesitation. “If we don’t have guns, we’re targets.”
The loss of his two rifles hit him in the gut. Guns were expensive even on a good day. To get a pair of tricked-out rifles like the ones he’d lost would take way more money than he had, unless his credit card still worked. There also weren’t as many places that sold proper rifles, though there were some popular shops that sold other guns. “If we go to a Walmart, I’m sure we could pick up a pair of cheap shotguns. They wouldn’t be as good as having rifles, especially since we have all the ammo in our packs, but shotgun shells are relatively cheap.”
Haley spoke up. “I told you I’d show you where to go. If you need to buy guns, Bass Pro is practically around the corner. It has the biggest gun counter I’ve ever seen. Plus, we could easily walk there.”
“Are you sure they’re still selling guns?” he asked.
“I have no idea. I know the town is strict about having guns out on the streets, but they aren’t coming into houses to take them away.”
Butch found it funny. “So, you can buy guns, and you can keep them in your house, but you can’t transport new guns to your house?”
“Those are the rules, yeah.”
“Do you have a car?” Ezra wondered. “If you had one, you could drive us and our weapons discreetly back from the store and we’d go directly to our boat and get out of here.”
The young woman seemed to think on it. “I do have a car, but I ran it below E. I was saving what’s left in case I needed to make one last trip to get out of the city. My ex-boyfriend said it might come to that.”
Inwardly, he was upset at her for letting her car run out of gas. He’d always told Susan and Grace to fill up their tanks any time it got to half on the fuel gage. It was one of the little tricks he’d picked up from the prepper community, though he wasn’t always diligent about it, either.
Haley went on. “The gas stations are all shut down. The city took possession of the fuel left over, saying they needed it for emergency services.”
“Dang it,” he said quietly. “We have a gas can back at the boat. If we could only get it and syphon fuel from an abandoned car…”
Butch had taken one of the other cassettes out of the box and put it under his nose. He then let the dog sniff it. “She needs gas, we have a gas can. If we can find a car left for scrap, we can take the fuel, fill up her car, and then she can drive us to get the guns. Those guns will let us protect ourselves getting back to the boat. It’s like a puzzle.”
“Or we can walk,” he said matter-of-factly.
“Seriously?” Butch replied.
He nodded grimly. “Each time we return to the boat, we draw attention to where it’s at. We know someone is looking out for us, and knows we once had guns, but now we don’t. I figure we should go back only one more time. When we leave.”
Haley busied herself inspecting the cassette Butch had been holding.
The cowboy replied. “All right. Haley will lead us to Bass Pro, where we can hopefully still buy guns and gear for the boat. Somehow, yet to be determined, we’ll sneak our stuff back here, then, maybe after it gets dark, we’ll sneak ourselves to the boat. If the garbage is out of the water, we can leave…” His voice trailed off.
Ezra thought it was as good a plan as they’d think up on the spot. “Haley, can you give us directions? There’s no need for you to go with us if it isn’t far. It seems a little dangerous outside.”
She tapped her abdomen which imprinted the gun through her blouse. “No, I’m good. I’ll take care of you two. Like I said earlier, I need the cardio.”
Denver, CO
“Sir! I have some great news. We have a credible report on Asher Creighton’s location.” Howard stood at the door to Petteri’s office, positively giddy with excitement.
“At the Crow reservation?” he asked, not sharing the enthusiasm. He’d almost sent Misha there straightaway, rather than Denver, so he hoped it wasn’t the case.
“No, not even close. One of our reconnaissance assets picked up a 9-1-1 call and we got a hit on the license plate of a National Park Service vehicle. The man speaking with the operator said the truck looked like it had been rolled over a few times, with missing paint and dented fenders. I’d stake my reputation it belongs to the woman, the park service ranger.”
“So, where are they? We can send a team out and put an end to this nonstop pain in my ass.”
“I don’t think they’ll have to go far, but I can’t tell for certain. The Colorado State Police have taken over the 9-1-1 system due to all the stresses we’ve placed on local law enforcement. As best I can tell, the call came from somewhere north of Denver.”
“Longmont? Greeley?” he asked, trying to remember what other towns were to the north.
“No, closer than that. Possibly as close as Thornton. I looked at the police report, but it didn’t have an address attached to it. An anonymous man called in the plates six times in fifteen minutes, so whatever they did, it must have pissed this guy off really bad. In looking at the paperwork for the case, I learned Asher Creighton’s parents live in Highlands Ranch, which is a suburb of Denver. If he came all the way from Montana over the past two days, it might be where he’s going.”
“This is great news,” Petteri said, immediately thinking of the implications. He didn’t like the idea of diverting resources from his operation for purely personal reasons, but it became a lot easier to justify his actions if those resources didn’t have to go far from his dig site. He could also bring some of those assets back into the fray. “I want you to call Misha. Tell him to get his ass to this building as soon as possible. When my Venezuela team finally makes it here, delay their, uh, meeting with Mr. Gagarin. I want them to go to Mr. Creighton’s house immediately. I have something else in mind for our Russian friend.”
Petteri had one more card to play. “Is Diedre here?”
Howard nodded quickly. “Almost. She had to be driven from the airport and picked up in a field by a helicopter, like we did for Stricker. When she makes it here, I’m going to put her in an interior room, without communications, so we can keep control over what she sees and whom she speaks with.”
“You’ll tell me when she’s ready to answer a few questions?”
“Of course. It’s—”
Petteri held up his hand. “He’s on!”
Stricker’s ugly face came on the big screen television sitting in the corner of his office. It was obviously a hastily constructed news conference taking place in front of the asteroid mining operation on the street below. After all their negotiations, the news conference would make it official.
“Let’s see if Stricker is true to his word.”




CHAPTER 13

Denver, CO
Grace drove for another few minutes after getting by the old man and his lawn chair, but they quickly approached the end of their journey. They’d made it to an industrial area at the edge of the taller buildings of central Denver. Hundreds of railroad cars were parked up ahead. Several tracks crossed bridges over the creek, and many ended inside a rusty-looking train shed to their left. “Maybe someone’s in that place. We should ask where to go from here.”
The bike path was relatively empty, though a few riders came down from nearby buildings and pedaled away. The stream went on, along with the trail, but the damaged ball field sat a half mile behind the railroad depot. It may have been the start of many people’s journey, but it was the end of theirs. It was time to leave the path.
“I like your plan,” Shawn said from the back seat. “We can ask if they know where the TKM operation is set up. These guys have probably been on the job here since the beginning. Railroaders are some of the hardest-working people you’ll ever meet.”
“If you say so,” she agreed. “Ash, what do you think?” Asher faced forward, absently tapping his watch.
“Ash?” she repeated.
“What? Oh. I think we should ask them, too. I see trucks and cranes on the bridge up ahead.” He pointed to a vehicle bridge among the three others built for the trains. All the trucks and cars were stopped up there.
“We can park in this railroad yard, but we might have to go on foot,” she said quietly.
She drove up a gentle slope of gravel and entered the train yard. As she came closer to the giant building, she got the sense it was designed for the repair of train engines and other cars. Hundreds of fresh-looking metal wheels were lined up next to the building, and there were numerous engines in various states of repair. One had been torn apart completely. Its outer shell sat next to the machine, reminding her of discarded clothing.
Grace pulled up to the entrance, which had six rows of tracks going into the vaulted building. Inside, her assumption of a repair yard was confirmed. Several cranes hung from the ceiling. One held up an entire flatbed railroad car. Far in the back, sparks were thrown around by someone who seemed to be grinding metal.
“Let’s check it out,” she said, grabbing her hat and exiting the truck.
The other three got out and flanked her as she strode down the oily tracks. The screeching and buzzing from the metalworker pierced her eardrums. It also made it impossible to talk.
The repair worker was wedged between two wheels of another train engine. Sparks bounced wildly underneath the frame of the big machine, and many also splashed to the next track over. It seemed like a major fire hazard, though as she scanned the area for flammable things, she didn’t find any. The back walls were metal, as was the ceiling. She waited until the man took a break, which didn’t happen for about two minutes. “Hello!”
The guy jolted upright, hitting his head on the underside of the engine. “Damn! You scared me. What are you doing in here? I don’t have any money.” The Hispanic man wore a blue jumpsuit, though it was filthy with oil and grease. He tilted his heavy welder’s mask, revealing his flash-burned face.
Ash held up his hands. “We aren’t here to rob you.
We’re armed to keep from getting robbed ourselves.”
“That’s great, but why did you come in here?” the man said cautiously.
“We’re looking for information about what’s going on in the city.” She pointed behind him, which was the direction of the damaged stadium and, she assumed, the fallen asteroid.
He came out from between the wheels and stood up.
She took notice of the wrinkled face and stooped posture. Grace figured he was in his sixties, or maybe even seventies. He appeared to have spent his entire life under cars or trains. It was a look she recognized from Dad’s friends in the automotive repair industry. His hands were in gloves, but she’d bet they were thick with calluses.
“What do you want to know?” he asked.
Shawn stepped closer. “We’re looking for the people in charge. We think TKM is down there. Possibly at the same place as the meteorite.”
“We want to kick his ass,” Logan added.
Shawn glared at his son, but quickly faced the man.
“Sorry. We don’t want to hurt anyone.”
The man shrugged. “I don’t care if you do. As best I can tell, he’s the one who’s made my life miserable. I want to go back home, but every road in and out of downtown is now a parking lot. I have too far to go to walk.”
“We drove in on the bike path. Maybe you could drive out?”
“Way ahead of you. I live to the south, so I walked the bike path for a few minutes through downtown, mainly to see if it went all the way through the traffic. Unfortunately, it goes right into the wreckage. There’s no getting around it.”
“Is TKM down there?” Shawn pressed.
“I have no idea. I’ve been working on this pile of trash around the clock.” He reached up and banged the outer skin of the big diesel engine. The orange and yellow machine didn’t appear very old, but she took his word it wasn’t in the best shape. “If I can get it running, it’s how I’m going to save myself a long walk.”
“Can you?” she asked, realizing they’d have to escape the city at some point, as well.
He motioned all around the giant hangar-like train depot. “I have every tool known to man when it comes to heavy trains. I probably have enough parts to build an identical version of this engine about six times over. What I lack is time. Maybe if I had some help…”
Grace couldn’t afford to spend time tooling around on a train engine and was about to say as much, but Shawn Runs Hard spoke first. “My son can stay with you and help finish the repairs. We’ll be back after we talk to the head of TKM.”
The man seemed as grateful as Logan was shocked.
“Dad, no! I want to come with you.”
Shawn stepped closer to his son. “I don’t know what we’re going to find out there, but this seems like the last safe place before we get into trouble. I want to know you’re safe, and if you can help someone at the same time, it’s a double win.”
“I don’t even know him,” Logan said with his best effort at sounding calm and reasonable.
Shawn looked back and forth between Logan and the man. “What’s your name, sir?”
“Robert.”
“Robert, meet my son, Logan. Logan, meet Robert.” Logan smiled as best he could.
“It would be awesome to have a couple of extra hands,” Robert went on. “And if you guys want a ride when I leave, I’ll wait for you to come back.”
She saw the look of distaste on Logan’s face, but she knew exactly why Shawn took the risk to drop off his son. Without the screams of the grinder, gunshots echoed through the thin metal walls. It sounded a little like the Fourth of July.
Maybe working on trains would be boring to the boy, but it would be a lot safer.
St. Charles, MO
“We don’t look suspicious, do we?” Ezra asked as he, Butch, Haley, and the puggle happily walked the streets of the St. Charles Historic District.
Haley fought Liam’s leash as the puppy tried to pull her along. Its nails dug into the pavement as he frantically swung his little legs like he was running fifty miles an hour. The strong young lady was more than capable of keeping her dog in line, but her arm jerked with each tug.
“We’re out walking our dog,” Butch said in a reasonable tone, afraid someone in the houses nearby might turn them in.
“It doesn’t take all three of us,” Ezra said with a laugh.
“For this one, it might,” Haley replied. “I normally only walk him around the block. If we’re going all the way to the store, we might have to take turns.”
Butch did a quick double-take. “Wait. You can pull that huge tire around your back alleyway, but this little guy makes you tired?”
She giggled. “Wait until you take a turn. I don’t know what it is about him, but he never lets up on pulling. I know he isn’t trying to get away from me; we get along great. But, dang, he loves pulling at this leash every second we’re outside.”
“Maybe he wants to be free,” Ezra suggested.
“I had a cat like that,” Haley responded instantly. “Her name was Victoria. She would spend her days inspecting each window and door, always on the prowl for the one that would let her out of the house. We caught her trying to escape probably a dozen times.”
“Do you still have her?” Butch asked. “I didn’t see any cats in your house.”
“I, uh,” she stuttered for a few seconds, “don’t believe it.” Haley pointed to a police cruiser coming around a corner about fifty feet ahead of them. The officer in the driver’s seat had his window down and was looking directly at the three of them.
Without waiting, Haley stepped off the sidewalk and walked through the lawn of a small single-family home. Liam was pleased to be off the hard concrete; he anxiously ran toward the wooded backyard.
He and Butch shared a concerned look, but Butch was already on the move.
“Follow me, please,” Haley said as if leading a walking tour of wine country.
The house backed up to a small creek. Many homeowners had put privacy fences around their yards, making it easy to stay hidden from the street. On the far side of the creek, where he expected another row of homes, he instead found a small tree-covered rise. It kept them shielded from that direction. Ezra was positive he heard the roaring engine of the police car, though he had no idea if it was coming or going. He also had no idea why they had to stay away from it. They weren’t carrying weapons. Well, except for…
“Hey, are you afraid they’re going to find that pistol?” he asked Haley, who was a good twenty feet ahead. “Is the gun why we’re hiding?”
She seemed to think on it for a few paces. “Yeah. This is my only means of self-defense. If they take it away, I’m hosed.”
Ezra didn’t think of her as a shrinking violet at all. She could probably take care of herself in most any situation. However, guns were the great equalizer. If bad guys broke into her home, and she had no gun, no amount of physical strength or agility could save her. He thought of Grace and how he would feel if she’d been put at risk by those around her. Even good guys could make mistakes.
He slowed, trying to decide if they were being too selfish. Why did she need the gun to go to the store? Were things worse in St. Charles than she let on?
In moments, Butch and Haley were obscured by trees as they jogged the footpath next to the small creek. Before they got too far on their adventure, he had to get some answers. He needed to think ahead.
“We’re here,” Haley called out from the dense greenery ahead.
“I can see it,” Butch added. “Bass Pro is right across the street.”
He closed the distance to re-join them, certain Haley wasn’t telling them everything.




CHAPTER 14

Denver, CO
Grace and Asher walked ahead of Shawn as they left the train yard next to Robert’s repair shop. She figured he lagged behind due to leaving his son, so she gave him a little time to adjust. She hopped across more train tracks, following a pair of them going toward the center of the city.
“What’s downtown like?” she asked Asher.
“It’s always been pretty clean. Lots of tourists come here to shop and look at the mountains.” He pointed to them. The white-capped mountain range was easily visible from where they were, even though it was still thirty miles away. “But most of them visit the lower downtown area, where they have restaurants, bars, and that.”
They both looked ahead to the fancy baseball stadium at the edge of the high-rises. It was constructed of red brick and black steel, and appeared new and fresh. Tall brick apartment buildings sat to one side, designed to peek over the upper decks. Even from their vantage point about a mile away, it was apparent the stadium had been damaged.
“Do you think the asteroid did that?” she asked, knowing it was almost certainly true.
“Yes and no,” Asher replied after checking out the surrounding buildings. “It probably rolled close to it, but the broken girders and fallen walls on the other side were destroyed by flying debris, not the rock itself.”
“But we’re getting close?” she continued.
“The people we passed on the path said the rock was in Lodo. That’s on the other side of the stadium. I’d say we’re as good as there.”
They walked underneath roadway bridges built to cross the tracks, which shielded them from the lines of trucks parked around them. There were still gunshots booming from various directions of the city, but none close to them. She’d hoped they’d dodged the worst of it, but when they passed by a bridge pylon a pair of dark-clad people were waiting for them, guns drawn.
“Keep on walking!” a man shouted. He pointed a black shotgun at them.
The three of them put their hands up. “We’re with the park service,” she lamely responded.
Everyone likes park rangers.
The man spoke at a more reasonable volume. “Park rangers? What in God’s name are you doing down here?”
“You mean under this bridge?” she asked, finally getting a good look at the police officer.
He lowered his shotgun. A female officer sitting next to him had also drawn a pistol, which she held low as well. A third person was sprawled on the ground beyond her, though it was impossible to determine if it was a man or woman due to the heavy riot gear they all wore.
The man chuckled. “No, not under this bridge. What are you doing in the city? Don’t you know the whole state of Colorado has converged here for a scavenger hunt?”
Asher took a step forward. “You’re talking about the asteroid remains. We’re trying to find it.”
The officer seemed to raise his shotgun back up. “Are you with the rest of them? Are you trying to get a piece for yourself?”
“No,” he reassured the man. “We want to find TKM’s head guy. He’s the one responsible for all this destruction. We believe he’s here overseeing things.”
The tired cop put his shotgun against the concrete.
“You’re probably right. We’ve had a good relationship with TKM for the past several days, but the situation is now totally out of hand. We got paid a ton of money to protect the mining effort, but there was no way to prevent all the prospectors from going in. You saw all the trucks?” Everyone looked straight up. The trucks stood sentinel on the bridge above them.
“Yes, we saw them crowding the highways to the north of here. There were thousands of vehicles. We had to drive on the bike path to avoid those roads.”
The man seemed to think on it. “I’m surprised you got through. I mean, I didn’t think there was enough room for a motorized vehicle to fit on a bike route.”
The woman officer leaned forward. “That was a smart play. We might need to use the path to get out of here.”
Shawn coughed gently to insert himself into the conversation. “I’m Shawn Runs Hard, chairman of the Crow Nation. My son is back there in a railroad repair yard. He’s helping a mechanic fix a train. If you and your weapons wouldn’t mind, perhaps you could help them get the engine ready, then provide some security for him until we get back. Then we can all leave this scavenger hunt, as you called it.”
Grace was impressed. It was the perfect solution to everyone’s problems. Except maybe hers. She would have rather they followed her to TKM, but they barely seemed able to stand up.
The first officer held up his shotgun, though only so they could see it. “I appreciate the invite. Perhaps we’ll check it out and see where the train’s going. So you don’t get your hopes up, we’re almost out of ammo. We use these weapons mostly as deterrents.”
She saw the opportunity. “That’s fine. If you go help them with the train, you’ll at least have cover while you wait. Plus, I’m not sure how people on the bike trail would respond to you if you went their way. We passed tent cities, roadblocks, and hundreds of bike riders. Guns were everywhere. You might be safer getting out of the city with us.”
The man glanced over to his female companion. She’d taken off the face-mask helmet; her sweaty blonde hair was matted to her forehead. She still breathed in and out like she’d been on the run for days. In fact, she started her reply with a long inhale. “I guess we can give it a try. I’m not sure how much farther we can go on foot.”
“Mikey, what do you think?” The woman nudged her partner on the ground.
The man spoke into his sleeve, which he’d used as a pillow. “Hmm? I’ll do whatever you guys do.”
The woman nodded to the first man, who then looked at Grace. “We’re in.”
He stood up straight and offered a grimy hand. “I’m Officer Weller. This is Officer Lamke. The lazy one is Officer Faust.”
She introduced her people while shaking his hand, but he didn’t let go when she’d finished. Instead, he focused his brown eyes on her. “It’s a mistake to go downtown. You don’t have enough firepower; I can tell you that. Rumor has it there is a billion dollars’ worth of minerals lying on the ground. Some of these lowlifes will kill each other over a roll of toilet paper. What do you think they’re capable of for such a treasure?”
Grace’s stomach wanted to take refuge behind her spine, but she didn’t allow it to sway her. After all she’d been through, the prospect of facing a group of desperate miners didn’t seem like the worst option in the world. In comparison, the three officers had obviously been bested by the situation. They’d been beaten and bruised, and they’d emptied their supply of ammo. Their advice couldn’t be dismissed out of hand.
“The three of us each have reasons why we need to find the head of TKM. Since we aren’t there for the rock itself, we aren’t a threat to the miners. We’ll steer clear of them as best we can.”
“Good luck,” Weller said.
After he’d said it, but before Grace had left them, a staccato blast of rifle fire pierced the morning air, echoing madly underneath the bridge. It couldn’t have been far from them.
She waved. “Say hello to Logan for us. We’ll be back.”
“I hope you’re right,” the policeman replied.
“Me too,” she muttered.
St. Charles, MO
The wide avenue in front of the sporting goods store was nearly empty, and it was easy to see for half a mile in each direction, so they were reasonably sure the police car wasn’t around. The store itself, however, was a hot destination. The lot was half-full, but it was a large one. There were probably a hundred cars lined up, suggesting a healthy crowd on the inside.
Bass Pro was designed to look like a national park lodge from somewhere out west. It featured lots of wooden beams on the sides, a green metal roof with steep angles, and stone pillars flanking both entrances. Ezra could imagine Grace and her park rangers working inside.
Haley walked right up to the automatic doors. Liam jumped when they swung open, but his curiosity drove him inside the instant they parted the way. Ezra almost asked if she was going to leave the puggle outside, since it was probably breaking the rules, but she didn’t seem to care, so he didn’t either.
“I’ll push the cart,” the woman said in an agreeable tone. “You two get to load it up.” She swooped Liam into her arms and gently placed him inside the green plastic shopping cart. As soon as his feet touched the bottom, he stood up on his hind legs.
“Aww, he doesn’t want to be in that cart.” Butch rubbed the pup’s head.
“He’ll be fine,” Haley reassured him. “We go shopping together all the time. He likes to see where we’re going, though. That’s why he gets up.”
Ezra had kept a mental list of everything they needed. He decided to recite it in front of his friends as a way of remembering. “All right, we need a few things, so let’s figure out where to go first. We need aluminum putty and epoxy to seal the bullet holes in the pontoons. We—” Haley got closer to him, excited. “Bullet holes? Awesome. You guys really were running from pirates, weren’t you?”
He and Butch shared a bemused look.
“Yes, we were,” Butch said to her, sounding proud.
Ezra went on with his list. “I’d like to grab a second gas can, so we don’t have to make as many trips. A map of the United States, if they have one, so we know where we’re going. I’ve also decided we need proper backpacks.” He leaned over, showing off his little kids’ backpack with all its pandas.
“And guns,” Butch added dramatically.
“Yeah. And guns.” Ezra looked around the store, hoping the guns hadn’t already been cleaned out. “If we can find them in this huge place.”
Bass Pro was filled with outdoor-themed décor, racks of hiking and camping gear, as well as all the clothing to go with them. Some shelves were picked clean, as if there’d been a run on certain things, but most of the store stock remained.
Far to one side, in a separate wing of the building, he saw dozens of fishing boats. It looked like the place he needed to go for boating supplies. On the way there, Haley abruptly stopped the cart . She pulled an object off a display stand. “This is what you two need.”
It was a tiny pink fishing pole.
“No! This one.” Butch picked up a small blue pole with a reel shaped like a smiling train engine.
Butch tossed it in the cart, causing Haley to yank it back out. “I was just kidding,” she snorted with laughter.
They laughed together, and Ezra was tempted to get another cart and go get what he needed, but he let them have their fun. At the same time, he studied the people inside the shop, or, more precisely, the lack of them. For all the cars outside, there were only a few customers wandering the aisles within his view. Voices carried across the store from one side, though, and he quickly figured out where the bulk of shoppers were congregated.
“All right, you two, let’s keep moving.” He purposefully guided them across the store, away from the voices, so he could load up on the things he knew they required. They quickly hit the boating section, the backpack aisle, and, after all the joking, they also grabbed a couple of fishing poles and tackle. It was smart to be able to catch your dinner. As they filled the space in the cart around little Liam, he guided them toward the last thing they needed. The source of all the voices in the store.
When they came around a rack of duck decoys, he got his first good look at the crowd.
“Oh, shit,” Haley blurted.
“It’s a miracle,” he said reverently. “They still have guns for sale. I think…”
The gun counter of the store was thirty yards long. Handguns of every make and type were inside the clear glass countertop, and long guns lined the wall behind the attendants. He’d been in such stores before. He expected to see men and women shoppers crowded along the counter, pointing to what they needed. There were some normal people standing nearby, watching, but there were only burly-looking men in front of and behind the counter. To his eyes, it didn’t look like anyone was buying guns.
They were taking them.
Denver, CO
With all the problems facing Petteri, seeing Mr. Stricker on the television gave him hope it was still possible to save a quickly spiraling situation. Dorothy had come through for him and convinced the government functionary it was in their best interest to support TKM, and the broadcast was supposed to seal the deal. Still, his stomach swam with emotion as he anticipated what Stricker would say.
Stricker stood behind a podium with the eagle-crested seal of the United States Department of Homeland Security. After taking five minutes to thank first responders, governors, and congresspeople, as was required of public officials, he got to the meat of his talk. “My fellow Americans, we’ve been subject to a highly charged disaster over the last several days. At first, the scope was unknown, the extent of the damage, a mystery. But today, we have a handle on every major impact point of the asteroid Tuonela, with the exception of Kansas City. We’re still trying to get teams into the region, though local authorities are reporting it’s bad.”
He coughed to clear his throat. “These unprecedented disasters have required new solutions to old problems. Crime and lawlessness are rampant in the states affected by the falling debris, and the United States government has an obligation to assist state and local law enforcement efforts. To that end, we are enacting martial law across twenty-two states and we are creating a strict ban on all firearms outside your home. If you have guns, we want you to be able to defend yourself in your house. If you bring them outside the home, we will assume you are a criminal. Your firearms will be confiscated without the possibility of return.”
Stricker looked off camera, then back. “This is not an infringement on your right to bear arms. This is an infringement of criminals’ ability to attack you while you conduct your business. Once we’re safe again, the rules will be lifted.” He read off some legal text which he believed supported his department’s efforts, though Petteri wasn’t paying much attention. He only tuned in when the expected second part was mentioned.
“The other effort we must enact is a ban on civil communications using broadcast mediums such as radio or television. All programming must be cleared through a government censor, and all live programming will be supervised by a representative of the US government. This will enable the federal response to be coordinated down to the local level. As with the firearm rules, this will be lifted once we have peace and calm again.”
After a few more legal examples, he tapped his desk. “Do not let fear rule you or your loved ones. Let officials of the government clean up the fallen asteroid pieces across America, and we can then return things to how they were only a week ago. Tikkanen Kinetic Mining has generously offered to hire qualified, dignified, and professional law enforcement contractors to help keep the peace in the areas most affected. If you see a TKM truck in your area, please do not disturb them. Allow them to do their job, and, I might suggest, be sure to provide them with any resources they request. They will provide you with a receipt, which I assure you will be honored for reimbursement when this is over.”
He stared earnestly into the lens. “God bless you and God bless the United States of America.”
“Outstanding!” Petteri crowed.




CHAPTER 15

Denver, CO
Grace and her companions walked the tracks all the way to the end of the line, which was less than a mile from the railroad repair building where they’d left Logan.
“That’s Union Station,” Asher advised. “Light rail goes out of there.”
“It’s a mess,” Shawn commented.
The building sat behind one corner of the baseball stadium, but it was closer to the path of destruction created by the falling piece of asteroid. Many of the rails were twisted and warped, and several of the passenger carriages had been tossed on their sides or thrown off the tracks completely. A furrow of damage continued into a nearby grouping of five- and ten-story buildings. But the most distinctive feature of the lower downtown district wasn’t the architecture; it was the people.
“I think we found everyone,” Grace said with displeasure.
Construction equipment and trucks were crammed onto every street visible from their location. Tractors, cranes, and dump trucks had been parked everywhere, including near Union Station. There might have been parking room for more on the tracks themselves, but the gridlock was so intense, there was no way for new arrivals to get there.
A tall building stood along the edge of the tracks, providing a first glimpse of what they might expect deeper inside the buildings where the rock would be found. It had once been wrapped with glass windows, but now almost all the glass on the three sides closest to the furrow were gone. It left a ten-story grid of windowless offices exposed to the elements. She pointed to the top. “That’s where we’re going first.”
“Take the high ground,” Shawn said with agreement in his voice.
“Yeah. Before we get into those trucks, I want to know what we’re going to find. Maybe we’ll even figure out where the TKM honcho is set up.”
Asher took a picture with his expensive watch.
“Sightseeing?” she asked with mirth.
“Something like that. I’m recording this part of our journey in case someone tries to paint us as terrorists or rabble-rousers, like they did when we recorded our, uh, meme-friendly message to the tourists in Yellowstone. I want everyone to know we’re doing this for them, not ourselves.”
“I’ll vouch for you,” the Crow chairman added. “And if they don’t believe me, they’ll have this to contend with.” He tapped the strap of his rifle, hung over his shoulder.
Asher and Shawn faced each other. “Thank you,” Asher replied.
She took a few steps in the loose rocks of the railroad grade. “Take all the pictures you want. In fact, email them to me so I can show my mom and…I mean, just my dad.” She kept walking, hoping to gloss over the mistake.
At the street next to the target building, the trucks were parked within inches of each other, inconveniently leaving as little room as possible. She needed to hop up on fenders a couple of times to get across. Grace looked through the windshield of a commercial pickup truck as she walked along its front bumper. No one was inside, nor was anyone in the other nearby vehicles.
After clearing the final truck, she almost slid on the six inches of broken glass spread across the sidewalk.
Asher almost went down too, but he caught himself on the side of a truck. “This is worse than ice.” The last time he slid, it was on ice, and she caught him in her arms for a pleasant rendezvous. This time, falling would probably result in bloody hands and elbows, so she didn’t joke around.
A couple of gunshot echoes bounced off the nearby buildings. They sounded close.
“Quick! Get inside.” She stumbled across the glass and went through the skeletal front doors. Shawn and Asher each made their way across the shards. Asher lunged for the metal support of the door, saving himself from another slip.
The lobby of the corporate office building was almost as torn up as the windows on the outside. Thousands of sheets of paper had fallen to the floor, and many were blackened by fire. It reminded her of a retreating army burning all their secret documents before clearing out.
“The asteroid must have been pretty hot when it came through,” Asher said, using his foot to slide a document back and forth on the gray tiles. “This level has evidence of flash burns everywhere.”
A small waiting area had been upended and thrown against a wall. Grace walked right by it to get to the elevators. While there was some electrical power to a few of the overhead lights, the buttons for the elevator didn’t come on when she tapped them. “Dang! We have to walk up the steps.”
Asher was already at the door to the stairwell. He bowed. “After you.”
“Thanks, Sir Creighton,” she laughed.
The walk up the steps took longer than she wanted. Her months as a park ranger had upped her cardio game to the point the stairs presented little challenge to her. It wasn’t as hard as hiking to the observation tower on Mt. Washburn, or to the lower falls in the Grand Canyon of Yellowstone. Even so, Shawn Runs Hard wasn’t living up to his name.
“I’m sorry. You two should go on. I’ll catch up.” He smiled sheepishly in the red glow of the emergency lights. “Did I mention I used to smoke a lot?”
“It’s fine,” she replied, wanting to take him up on his offer, but knowing it was better to stick together while they were in the dark stairwell.
Shawn took a few more steps, making it to the landing of the eighth floor. “Two more to go.”
It took almost as long to go the last two flights as it did the first eight, but as soon as they were all on the top floor, and back in the light, she let the man rest. She pulled Asher toward the opening at the front of the building.
“I’ll catch up,” Shawn wheezed.
Asher breathed hard, too.
“Don’t tell me you’re out of shape still?” she taunted as they walked across a half-lit office filled with cubicles and desks.
“No, I’m fine. You’ve kicked up my endurance about ten notches with all we’ve done. Getting little to no sleep these past few days has also helped me zone out in these situations.”
They neared the open windows, but a man’s head in a nearby cubicle caught her attention. She halted as the guy looked her way.
“He’s got a gun,” she said under her breath.
He balanced a long military-looking rifle on top of the cubicle wall, but he aimed out the window and down. Aside from nodding to acknowledge she was there, he paid no more attention to them.
“Let’s go this way,” she whispered to Asher.
She’d only gone about thirty feet before seeing a second man. He wore a camouflage baseball cap, but seemed no more official than the first guy. Like the other man, he also aimed a rifle out the window. He spoke into a tiny yellow radio.
“What the hell is this place?” Asher said dryly. “Look at them all.”
About ten feet beyond the second man, there were at least three other shooters aiming out the window. None of them were firing their various rifles, and she had no way of knowing if they were all together, but they’d trained their sights on roughly the same target.
Grace finally glanced out the window holes. Outside, about five blocks down the canyon created by the buildings of lower downtown Denver, a huge black rock sat in the street, partially butting against one of the brick structures. Some of it was underground, and a good chunk had been scraped off the sides, but it was obvious the round-shaped black orb was an object from outer space. From where she stood, it appeared thousands of people had come to pay homage to it. They crowded tightly around the base of the rock, with thousands more waiting in the rows of trucks in the streets. Several huge cranes also tried to go over the people. One of the crane arms rose from a sixteen-wheeled truck on the street below. Its arm reached out over the rock, reminding her of a tiny fishing pole above a huge meatball.
“I think we’ve found what we’re looking for,” she said dryly.
She’d said it loud enough for three or four of the snipers to overhear her. She realized the mistake when she drew her attention back inside the office. The eyes of the men were now trained on her.
Asher whispered, “You shouldn’t have said we were here for the rock.”
St. Charles, MO
Ezra only needed about ten seconds to figure out who was responsible for what was taking place in the gun department. The men behind the counter wore navy-blue polo shirts or dark blue windbreakers. The white block letters TKM were prominent on their attire. No Bass Pro workers were anywhere in sight as guns were loaded into waiting green carts.
He leaned closer to Butch. “I think we missed our buying window.”
Butch pursed his lips then ripped off his hat and waved it around. “Hey! Leave some for the rest of us!”
A few spectators harrumphed from nearby, showing support for the statement. Others clapped and hooted. Ezra sensed a rising tension all around, as if the watching and waiting wasn’t a voluntary pursuit for other shoppers.
One of the men in the blue polo attire stepped in front of the counter. “Ladies and gentlemen, we are operating with the approval of your mayor, the governor of Missouri, and, we’ve just learned, the Secretary of Homeland Security. TKMSS, or Tikkanen Kinetic Mining Security Services, has bought out the entire inventory of this store, which local authorities have graciously saved for us. We’ve done the same at your Walmart and the mom-and-pop gun stores here in your fine city. I assure you this is for your own protection. The men and women of my organization are now responsible for your security, a duty we take very seriously.”
Butch craned his neck to see the man. “We can take care of ourselves, thank you. Let us buy what we need before you clean it all out.”
The guy in charge was as tall as Butch, but quite a bit skinnier. He didn’t look like a warrior, but Ezra didn’t think he looked like one, either. It was dangerous to make assumptions. The scowl on the man’s face suggested he didn’t want to deal with men like Butch. Everything he knew about TKM suggested they were people used to getting what they wanted. Even the wandering man back on the muddy riverbank near Alton seemed insulted when he and Butch refused his offer.
“Butch,” he whispered, “we shouldn’t antagonize them.”
Butch spun around. He looked at him first, then at Haley. “I’ve always said we need weapons if we’re going to survive out on the road, or on the boat. Or in a house. You know we almost died, even with guns, when we ran into those pirates. If these mercs are allowed to clean this place out, we’ll be at the mercy of the world.”
Ezra agreed with every word his friend had said. Except there were only three of them, and about twenty heavily armed contractors. If they bragged they’d received the blessing and support of every level of government outside the store, his chance of changing their minds was probably close to zilch. It was far safer to get out of the store with what they had and hope to find weapons somewhere else.
Still, he had to say something. Rather than give Butch only bad news, he turned toward the man in the polo shirt. “We’ll pay double face value for a pair of ARs. I lost mine when I came into town. The police took them right off our backs.”
The man glared, trying to see him across a smoky room. The guy was probably in his mid-thirties, with slicked-back black hair, a pointy nose, and tanned skin. As men shifted in front of him, Ezra caught sight of the large pistol holstered at the man’s side. His impression shifted from busybody bureaucrat to a man who was unafraid to stand in front of citizens and forcibly remove firearms from them. He knew the guy would never agree.
Polo guy spoke to the whole room, not only to Ezra. “I’m sorry, we can’t make exceptions. I will say, though, if you have any firearms you’d like to sell to us, we will be very generous with our offers. Our fellow citizens need us to provide their security, and you can help us help them.” This time there was some clapping in support.
After watching with amazement as some of the citizens walked their personal weapons up to the counter, Ezra spoke under his breath. “I tell you, everywhere we go seems to find a different way to endanger our lives. If that guy is in charge of protecting us, and these people think he’s on the level, I’m going to go ahead and declare we’re doomed, you know?”
He shifted on his feet, expecting some reply from Butch or Haley, but when he turned, they and the cart were gone. “Yep, we’re doomed.”




CHAPTER 16

Denver, CO
The thing that struck Grace while looking out the tenth-story windows was how some of the people down on the street had already been shot and left for dead. Miners moved around the bodies like current around boulders in the rapids. As her focus returned to the office space and the snipers looking at her, she put up her hands to signify her peaceful intentions. Then she said the craziest thing she could think of. “I’m with the National Park Service. We’re considering whether to declare this a new national park.”
They gave her blank stares.
“You know, because it represents a literal piece of history for our nation.” She laughed, trying to stoke a similar reaction in the men. She took it as a minor victory they looked at her but didn’t point their rifles in her direction. “In any event, we aren’t here to stop anyone, or interfere with anything, okay? In fact, maybe you can help us. We’re looking for the TKM headquarters.”
An older man stood up. He’d been six or seven cubicles down the row. “I’m with TKM. Why are you looking for us?”
Grace’s people-watching skills kicked in. She noted how most of the men went back to their posts, looking outside, rather than watching her. At first blush, she was glad to see them look elsewhere, but it also meant the TKM man carried some weight in the sniper nest. She fought the urge to shrink in the face of the armed man, who remained at his station. Instead, she walked down the next row, seeking to get closer.
“Hi. As you can see, we’re with the park service. As I told the other, um, gentleman, I’ve been sent to investigate the possibility of turning this location into a federal park. I just need to speak with someone in charge.” She put on her professional smile, the one she broke out when dealing with ignorant park visitors.
The man was dressed in desert camouflage shirt and pants. His rifle sat on top of two walls of the cubicle. It was patterned with muted mustards and browns, painted to match the man’s dress code. It wasn’t a military uniform, however. “The head office guys are over in that building behind the dig site.” He pointed down the street, beyond the rock.
“The one with windows?” she asked. The building was at least as high as the one she was in, but unlike most of the other structures surrounding the asteroid piece, its windows were smaller and mostly intact.
He nodded and thumbed in that direction. “You’re going to want to wait a few days, though. All our people are down there at the rock doing important work.” One of the other snipers hissed.
The TKM man laughed. “Not everyone likes the fact we got here first.”
“No one does!” a man farther down the line shouted.
“No one does, apparently,” the man added in a cordial tone. “But we all get along.”
A concussive explosion nearly knocked her hat off. One of the closest men had fired a shot down into the crowd and the low ceiling seemed to amplify the concussion. A second man stuck his head up next to the shooter. “Hit.”
She figured the other man had been on the ground, using his binoculars to look outside. Suddenly, she came to terms with the fact there was a small army on the floor with her.
“Well, we’ll try to get over there.” She took a few steps directly away from the row of windows, but she hesitated before leaving. Instead, she got the attention of the TKM man again. “You aren’t going to shoot us in the back, are you?”
He laughed sympathetically. “Only if you threaten one of my men. It’s what we’re all doing up here. There are a hundred other guys from a hundred other companies on the top floors of other buildings surrounding the rock. I have no intention of shooting someone like you, but I can’t vouch for these others. Be careful down there.”
She blinked. “That’s the nicest thing anyone from TKM has ever said to me.”
The man smiled, then seemed to study her. “You know, you look familiar. Have you been on the TV or something?”
“Nope,” she said too fast. “I’ve been driving for the past few days. I haven’t even seen a television since the sky fell.” Grace turned around and ran into Asher.
“Go,” she said quietly. “We’ve got to keep moving.”
They hustled back to the stairs, but the door flung open as they arrived. Two more men came through. One of them reflexively pointed at handgun at her, but then continued toward the windows.
Once clear, she threw her back against the inner wall of the stairwell. It helped relieve the tension and frustration of the last few minutes.
“You all right, Grace?” Shawn asked with concern.
“You handled yourself well in there.”
It hadn’t felt that way. The gunshot totally threw off her game. Her heart hadn’t slowed since the blast and now she was winded from the fast exit. She rubbed her hands together to bolster herself.
“We have to find another way to reach the other side of the rock. I don’t trust any of those men not to shoot us in the backs. We’ll stand out, too, with our ranger hats and uniforms.”
On the way down the steps, she weighed the costs and benefits of ditching the uniforms. They would give them far more credibility when they reached the TKM headquarters, but they might be magnets for trouble on the way there.
She had ten flights to think it over.
St. Charles, MO
Butch and Haley sped the cart down a side aisle with the conspiratorial speed of two teens pulling a prank. At first, he worried they were doing it to annoy him, but he spotted a TKM man pushing a cart even farther ahead. As Haley got Liam out of the basket and placed him and his leash on the ground, Ezra figured out what they were planning.
“No,” he hissed.
The dog sprinted ahead once given his freedom, and it went right for the exciting new man with the accuracy of a torpedo in the water.
Ezra knew what was going to happen next but had no idea why Haley was doing it. The puggle barked excitedly as it approached the man, which made him halt with obvious surprise. He bent over to pet the brown ball of fur, but he froze in place as Haley and Butch arrived.
When Ezra caught up, he found Butch shielding Haley’s little pistol as he aimed it at the TKM man’s stomach. While Butch covered the man, Haley stepped on Liam’s leash, then picked him back up. When she stood up, she flicked her head sideways to get her loose bangs out of her eyes. Both of the youngsters acted like what they were doing was no big deal.
“We don’t want any trouble,” Ezra said, arriving late.
Butch spoke in a low voice, but with force. “We only want to buy those rifles in the cart. This lady needs one, and so do the two of us.”
The man took a step back. He was a middle-aged, medium-build, average-looking type of guy, but he sported a well-manicured handlebar mustache that could have come from an Old West movie. “Be my guest. Not sure how you’re going to get them out of here, though. The only people buying guns today are dressed like me.” He tugged at the TKM letters on his shirt pocket.
That threw Butch off his plan. Ezra saw it. The man saw it. Ezra decided to step in and swing for the fences. He yelled loud enough for those nearby to hear him. “Hey everyone, who wants some rifles?”
The words brought shoppers in from six aisles over. Within moments, there were twenty men from multiple directions drooling over the firearms. Butch wrapped the little black pistol in his shirt, but kept it pointed in the man’s direction. To the arriving shoppers, he added, “We only need a second to pick out a few.”
Ezra picked up a little shotgun and handed it to Haley.
“Screw the peashooter. I don’t want anything so dainty. I want this.” She ignored the offered shotgun and pulled out a wood-grained AK-47. Haley’s eyes lit up as she brushed her cropped orange fingernails along the stock. It was about all she could do with the dog still in her arms.
He looked around, not sure how much time they had. The men he’d summoned were about to descend on the cart like buzzards at fresh roadkill. “I respect your choice, I really do, but I’d recommend taking an AR-15 instead.” He shuffled through the boxes of ammo at the bottom of the cart, noting the lack of 7.62x39. “They didn’t put any ammo for it in here. There’s lots of 2-2-3, though.”
She looked at him like he’d crushed her dreams. After taking a few seconds to think it over, she gently placed the old school AK into the basket and pulled out a modern sporting rifle along with a small 50-round carton of ammo. “I guess this will be all right.”
Ezra snagged a similar style rifle, his own box of ammo, and then looked at the nearby men. “The rest is yours.”
If he’d thought about it, he might not have shouted so loud to bring in so many customers. It probably wasn’t his smartest move considering it was a panic-buying situation. As expected, they converged on the cart like it was carrion.
“Holy shit!” he blurted as he took a few steps back.
The TKM man was already gone.
“We have to go,” he said to Butch.
He tossed his rifle in Haley’s cart and pushed it toward the front of the store. The guns had already been unlocked by the TKM men behind the counter, so he was free to load it on the spot. It was a recognizable error on the part of those men, as guns weren’t supposed to be loaded inside the store. As he put more of the pieces together, he recognized he’d created a powder keg.
Sure enough, the second he saw the checkout lanes, a muffled gunshot came from behind them.
“Damn!” Haley said with a jump.
The employees didn’t wait around to see who was shooting. As a group, the five or six green-shirted people ran for the front door. He pointed to them. “We’re going straight through the front doors. Don’t stop!”
More shots cracked from the store aisles. It started here and there, but it grew in intensity with every second.
“Should we leave the cart?” Haley squealed, now holding Liam like a little football.
“We’re taking it,” Ezra replied.
“You’re the boss, E-Z,” Butch said, running alongside Haley while hunched over.
When they passed the checkout counter Ezra stood up and looked in the security camera. He slowed the cart, pointing to what was inside. “I’ll pay for this later!” he shouted.
He’d wrestled with the idea of being labeled a thief ever since he and Butch had borrowed those two bikes. He believed he’d done enough to make it clear to whoever might be watching the security tapes they weren’t sneaking the supplies out the door like common crooks. Whether anyone would find him to collect payment was irrelevant. If nothing else, he envisioned returning them when the disaster was over since it was the honorable thing to do.
The giant pane of glass in the front window collapsed as they ran through the front doors. Shouting and gunfire burst from multiple points in the store, suggesting a major gunfight was in progress. They were the spark which had set off the bonfire.
“Where to?” Butch asked.
Ezra pushed the cart by him. Ahead, in the lot, a few men in blue shirts got out of their trucks, obviously concerned about the constant rattle of gunfire. They blended in with the sensible patrons running to escape the battle, as well as what appeared to be every green-shirted employee heading for their cars.
He led them along the front of the store, past the fishing boat department and around the corner of the building. Once they were out of the line of sight of the mining company people, he halted and sucked in some air. “My God,” he panted. “What were you two thinking? You could have gotten seriously hurt.”
Haley hugged Liam. “It was horseshit they wouldn’t let you two have your rifles. I didn’t think they should be able to get away with it, so I gave Butch my Walther P22. I didn’t think anyone would start shooting, least of all those regular guys.”
“Me, either,” Butch admitted.
“I guess they didn’t believe those guys could protect them, either. You two didn’t know it, but you tapped into some serious anger in there.” Ezra glanced back toward the corner of the building. “Let’s load these rifles, then we need to find a safe place to hide. Once things calm down, we can get this stuff back to the boat.”
Haley bounced up and down with excitement. “I know where we can go!”
After what she’d done, he had serious reservations about where she would take them, but he didn’t have any choice. It was her town. They wouldn’t get far without her.
“Lead on,” he sighed, already exhausted.
Denver, CO
A short time after watching Stricker deliver his address, Petteri was on top of the world. Sure, there was nothing but chaos down in the streets below his office, but the new mandate by the feds would give him the authority to make a legal dent in the mob of trespassers swarming his property. Howard had summoned him to a conference room on the level below to go over their next steps. He was surprised to see Dorothy standing at the door.
“Hello. I don’t think you need to be here,” he said, uncertain of her intentions.
“You have a woman in there, don’t you? I saw Howard take her in.”
He scrutinized her, searching for her motive for asking such a question, but he didn’t find anything unusual in her eyes. “What if there is a woman?”
She didn’t hesitate. “Then I want to see what you’re doing with her.” Dorothy brushed at her business skirt, ramping up for a long speech. “Sir, I’ve been nothing but helpful to you the past few days, and I’ve had amazing access to all branches of your operation. I’ve helped in every way I could and sometimes in not so legal ways…” Her voice drifted off.
“Go on,” he encouraged.
“Well, I know there are threats to you outside and out in the wild. I’ve overheard enough to know about Misha, Mr. Creighton, and others. I won’t pretend I didn’t hear Howard use the name Diedre Creighton. So, sir, if she’s a threat to you, she’s a threat to me. I don’t even have to say anything. I only want a chance to see what this woman is all about.”
His thought process had been simplified by her success with Stricker. He’d sent her in to test her loyalty and she’d come back out with everything he’d asked. By all accounts, she’d proven herself.
“Fine. You can join me. Quietly.” He strode through the door.
“Thank you,” she whispered.
Petteri believed his television-smashing outburst was already fading from memory. All he had to do was get some useful information from the sister so his people could finally wrap up the Asher Creighton problem.
“Hello,” he said to the young woman already at the table. Diedre looked the same as when she’d been on his island, though she now wore black slacks and a light-colored top.
“Mr. Tikkanen! This is unacceptable. You told me I would get my phone back. It didn’t work when I was on your island; now your thugs have taken it away again. They won’t let me touch a phone in this place. I demand you let me talk to my brother.”
He slowly took a seat across the table from her. Two of Howard’s security men stood behind her, though she was a small-framed woman who barely filled out the chair. TKM could afford overkill, he reasoned. “Your brother is what this is all about.”
“Why? What happened?”
All his efforts to shield her from current events were about to pay off. “I know this is going to be hard to believe, but we have evidence suggesting your brother was working with covert operatives in my company. His goal was to destroy the Petteri-2 spaceship and drop the asteroid on top of the United States.”
She guffawed. “Asher! A terrorist? Have you gone crazy?” Diedre canted her head to glance toward Dorothy, but the other woman remained silent, as instructed.
He spoke slowly and with purposeful clarity. “Miss Creighton, I assure you I don’t like the implications any more than you do. We are all a family in this organization. Unfortunately, we have evidence of signals being sent back and forth to the ship. We have evidence showing your brother, on video, trying to pin the blame on me personally. As if I have time to get involved in a conspiracy!”
“But—” she started.
He kept talking. “And we have evidence he conspired with an Indian tribe to illegally lay claim to the fallen asteroid pieces we at TKM have gone to great lengths and expense to clean up.” He tapped the table. “All the evidence is there. I’m happy to show it to you.”
She leaned back in her chair, thinking. Her brown bangs dangled over her left eye, but she didn’t seem to care. “I’ll have to see this evidence. I don’t believe you for a second. Ash is about as dangerous as a grape.”
Dorothy strode up to the table, a few spots down from Diedre. “If Mr. Tikkanen says he’s into trouble, then you can believe him. It doesn’t mean he’s a bad person. We think he’s with a woman. A park ranger, actually. All his problems seemed to be wrapped up with her. We even know he’s come to Denver.”
“Really? Is he going home?” Diedre’s hazel eyes lit up, waiting for the answer.
As with every negotiation, he saw the kill shot. “That’s why I’ve kept you protected, Miss Creighton. We don’t know whose side your brother is on, but I knew the instant this problem started it would be up to you to solve this for us.” He pulled her phone out of his pocket. “I couldn’t let you call him before, since I didn’t know if it would put you in danger. My attempt to keep you isolated and safe on the island was a clumsy act on my part. I’m sorry. We think now is the time to let you make contact with him. Now is the time to save your brother.”
Petteri knew what she’d say even before she did.




CHAPTER 17

Denver, CO
“We’re keeping the uniforms,” Grace decided as she reached the bottom landing. “We can’t approach the TKM people in our official capacity if we dress like regular people. Besides, there aren’t many places to buy replacement clothing, you know?”
Asher came down the last few steps almost as out of breath as when he went up. He smiled to show he was still alive, but then put his hands on his knees to rest. A few moments later, Shawn appeared at the top of the last flight. She repeated her declaration for his benefit. “We’ll get you to the head guys wearing our uniforms. I hope I’m not making a mistake.”
The man was tired, but he did a noble job of hiding it.
“I think it’s the right call, but if I could ask one thing?”
“Sure,” she said, breathing hard.
“Let’s not go down the street we saw from above. If those men do have it in their heads to shoot us, we shouldn’t make it easy for them. We’ll keep buildings between us and them.”
“I’m with him,” Asher echoed.
“I’m all for safety.” She straightened her hat, then pushed through the fire door. The lobby had been mostly empty when they’d gone in, but the shooting must have chased men out of the streets. Many of the miners now stood inside, looking like they were part of a dirty, blue-collar convention. The heavy door slammed at their backs with a loud crack, turning all eyes toward them.
She froze for a few seconds before giving a small wave. “Hello. We need help getting to the TKM headquarters out there. Does anyone know where it is?”
Voices rose. Curse words were mumbled. An empty beer can flew from a thick group of men standing twenty feet away.
“We’re not with them!” she protested as the container hit Shawn in the chest.
Grace was ready for a riot to break out, but a string of rat-a-tats barked in the streets outside, and the men’s attention went to the action.
Shawn took the can toss in stride. “I would have preferred a full one.”
“I’m thirsty, too,” she replied. Then, to both, “Come on, we’ve got to move.”
She took them to the front side of the building, which was directly below the shooters on the top floor. She intended to hug the building, out of their field of fire, and go to the next street, which would get them within two blocks of the asteroid piece. Instead of a direct route under view of the snipers, they would detour a few extra blocks and come at the rock from another direction. Before she got to the broken glass doors, a woman shouted from behind.
“Hey, wait!”
Outside, she was reminded of a herd of buffalo stampeding in panic. Men clogged the sidewalks and jogged in between the lines of construction vehicles in the streets, seeking cover from the gunshots. Some scrambled toward the right; others ran left. It was legitimate chaos. Before she committed them to go out, Grace turned around.
The thirty-something woman was dressed in dirty jeans and a heavy long-sleeved denim shirt. Her brown hair was pulled into a tight ponytail, though her bangs were long and wavy. She smiled as she walked toward them, but her eyes darted between Grace and the windows. She knew how dangerous it was. “Hi, I’m Angela Mercer. I work at the Colorado School of Mines. I—”
“Hey, I went there!” Asher interrupted. Angela beamed. “What a small world.”
“I graduated a couple of years ago. Before all this asteroid business, I was working on my doctorate at MIT. I was working with…” He looked at Grace, perhaps wondering if he should reveal his background to a stranger. “A mining company.”
She nodded, then glanced out the windows. “I heard you say you’re looking for Tikkanen Mining. I can help. I saw them before the streets got crowded.”
“Where?” Grace asked. “Point the way and we can get there.”
“Through all that?” Angela asked, impressed.
Shawn chuckled. “These two have been through much worse.”
Angela seemed to notice Shawn, so she held out a hand. “I’m Angela.”
“Shawn Runs Hard, of the Crow Nation. Nice to meet you, given the circumstances.”
“Same,” the woman said dryly. “But I can’t point or give you directions. I’ve gotten turned around in these confusing streets, and I don’t even remember which way you’ll need to go, other than toward it.” She pointed to the far side of the lobby, which was in the direction of the rock.
“It’s by the fragment?” Grace asked.
“Oh yeah. They’ve been here from the beginning. They have some tents set up in one of the side streets. I’ll know it when I see it.”
Asher was still a little winded from the run down the steps. “We tell this to everyone we meet: it could be dangerous to go with us.”
Shawn stifled a laugh before pulling it together. “It’s true. They told me the same thing, and it has been dangerous.”
Glass shattered elsewhere in the lobby, the cause unknown.
Mr. Runs Hard ducked reflexively. “See? It’s already starting.”
Grace was tempted to go out into the streets without Angela, simply to avoid being responsible for her. However, the woman waved to some men sitting on the floor nearby. When the three of them got up and came closer, Angela explained. “Me and my graduate students are trying to get up to the front to take samples. We want to document what’s in this meteorite before all these mining companies come in and grind it up into ore for the market. It would be a tremendous loss to science.”
Her three assistants carried huge red duffel bags with what she assumed were collection tools. They were a bit scruffy looking, maybe in their twenties, with dirty jeans and heavy shirts. It was easy to picture them as geologists or environmental engineer grads. Once they’d heard the plan, they stood behind their teacher.
“Well,” Grace began, “I guess we’ll do our best to get you guys there.” She pushed open the empty frame of the glass door, hoping everyone would follow. Then, as soon as she stepped outside, a frighteningly loud plink resonated off the metal frame above her head. She hunched over and ran across the glass-covered sidewalk to take cover next to a red-and-white dump truck.
“Maybe things get more dangerous when we add people to the group,” she thought out loud.
When she turned back, none of the others had come out after her. In fact, gunfire was erupting inside the lobby.
“Ash?”
St. Charles, MO
Ezra was almost as fast as Butch at loading the magazines of the AR-15s. When Butch finished his, he helped Haley with hers, though she insisted on finishing it up once he showed her how. Ezra emptied his panda backpack and put boxes of ammo into the new pack he’d purchased. No, the pack he’d taken.
It’s not stealing if you show the camera.
He didn’t know what was right or wrong in his situation, and it was going to eat him up if he couldn’t move beyond it. Butch emptied out his sporty red kid’s pack, though Haley grabbed it before he could toss it on the ground.
“I can use this to carry Liam if we get in trouble.” Haley pointed to the dog. The puggle pup was tied to the cart and he constantly pulled and yanked to get himself free.
Ezra admired the cute little thing for a few seconds but snapped to attention when gunfire lit up the parking lot. Some men were loading long sniper rifles into the rear doors of a cargo van, while several aimed handguns back toward the store.
“We’ve got to go!” he shouted.
After he’d stowed away all the fishing gear, boat repair epoxy, and everything else, there was a lone camouflage baseball cap left at the bottom of the cart. “Did someone toss this in?”
Haley lit up. “Oh, that’s mine! I couldn’t take a shower. My hair’s a mess.” She leaned over to gather her blonde hair into the hat, then she slapped it on her head as she stood back up. “This is what I do in a pinch.”
Butch held both fishing poles and he seemed interested in Haley’s methods, but he also waved insistently to get them moving. “This way. Come on.”
Haley grabbed Liam’s leash, and the four of them ran toward the loading docks at the rear of the store. Butch checked the corner, then sprinted to a small retaining wall at the edge of the property line. The interstate passed behind the store, creating a grassy hill to the left and right.
“We’re going up and over,” Haley said, pointing up the embankment of the highway.
Ezra’s new pack was loaded to the gills, but it wasn’t properly set for his shoulders, which created an uncomfortable situation. He’d gone most of the way up the hill and figured he could spare a few seconds to adjust the straps, when…
“Hey, by the order of TKM Security, bring those firearms back!”
He spun around, expecting the police again, but it was the TKM man with the handlebar ’stache. Plenty of gunfire continued on the front side of the store, so he wondered why the guy was bothering with them at all.
“Those belong to me!”
“E-Z, come on!” Butch yelled from the top of the hill.
Ezra chose to ignore the man. Forgetting the discomfort of the pack, he ran all-out to the top of the rise. When he got there, Butch was prone on the roadway shoulder, aiming his rifle down the hill and toward the store.
“Get down!” Butch ordered.
As he fell to the pavement, the TKM employee fired a rifle. The crack-bang was so loud it might have been next to his eardrum. Before he struck the ground next to Haley and Liam, Butch fired several rounds from his weapon. Another shot cracked from down below, causing Butch to scramble away from the edge. He looked over to Ezra and Haley. “Stay low. We’ve got to back off. That guy is using a scoped deer rifle with the loading dock wall as hard cover. We’re in the open. I want to find our own cover before his friends get around us.”
“When it comes to military stuff, always listen to Butch,” he said, hoping to comfort Haley. She’d sprung up off the ground in half a second and was already running toward the far side of the highway. Fortunately, there were no cars on the road at the moment.
He was left with Butch. “I smiled for the camera to show them we weren’t stealing this stuff. Did I give us away to these guys?”
Butch crawled for a few yards, then crouched. “Even if they knew our names and addresses, we’re miles from what’s left of our houses. It would do them no good.
Besides, this guy is pissed because we liberated his cart, not because we stole from the store.”
“You don’t seem worried,” he said dryly.
Butch took a peek toward Bass Pro, but a shot belted out the instant he did. The big man ducked reflexively. “There are more of them gathering. We have to get the hell out of here.”
“Psst!” Haley called out from across the median. “Are you two coming?”
They shared a humorous look. “I guess we follow her.”
He found it funny to think of how he’d pinballed through the morning until he was standing in front of that cart full of guns. In any other scenario from throughout the rest of his life, he never would have imagined taking the offered weapons, but he’d fully intended to pay for them up until the second someone began shooting. Now he was committed to keeping his rifle, if only to avoid being killed by the assholes who kicked off the shooting in the first place.
Ezra hopped the wire fence in the median and stayed a few paces in front of Butch, who kept looking over his shoulder for the pursuit.
When Ezra came to the far edge of the highway, he was surprised to see a blue pickup truck skid to a stop on the frontage road next to the interstate. Haley and Liam stood about thirty feet down the hill, perhaps twenty feet from the truck. A man flung open the driver-side door and hopped out. Ezra’s blood turned to ice as the security goon raised a pistol and fired.
Haley jumped on top of her dog, an action he saw through his increasingly tunneled vision. He already held his rifle at his side, so he flung it in front of him while he worked to unlatch the safety. It was a maneuver he’d practiced a lot over the years.
Ezra was almost ready to fire when Butch appeared in his peripheral vision. In the split-second moments that passed during the preparation of his rifle, Butch already had his out and trained on the TKM employee.
Butch got off three shots before Ezra let go of his first. The loud reports barely registered as background noise with all the shooting they’d endured the last few minutes.
All he could focus on was the man holding out the pistol. And the woman smothering her dog.




CHAPTER 18

Denver, CO
A man in a blue shirt ran through the broken front doors of the office building. Grace had expected her people to come through, but she saw them standing in the entryway as they let the guy go first. She also saw his pistol waving wildly as he ran.
“Get out of my damned way!” he yelled to no one in particular. He glanced down at his shirt, seeming to notice the purplish stains of blood. After touching his side and wincing in agony, he looked around the cluttered street. Several people ran in front of him, fleeing for their lives without realizing he held a pistol. When the injured guy saw Grace crouched next to the dump truck, he aimed his gun at her. “Stay out of my way!”
She held up her hands though she didn’t say anything.
Glass shattered before he could proceed. A string of gunfire sounded from the lobby, tearing the man through the middle, opening up many new blotches of blood. He continued to look at Grace, though no longer with malice or fear. Seconds later, as two dangerous-looking men emerged through the broken front windows, the man fell over face-first.
She could hardly catch her breath, her heart was racing with such intensity. If the shooters had missed the man, they might have shot her instead. Based on the other bodies she’d seen lying in the streets, her death wouldn’t even have been a blip to these people. The two miners barely glanced at the dead guy before they went back inside.
Asher rushed across the broken glass, surprisingly surefooted. “Are you okay?” he asked with concern.
Shawn followed, then Angela and her team reluctantly joined them.
“I can’t believe that just happened. Can you?” She stood up and reached out her arms, which Asher correctly interpreted as her needing a hug.
“We can’t stay here,” Shawn advised. “We run the risk of getting shot almost anywhere down here, apparently.”
Asher chuckled as he let her go. “I’m glad none of us are wearing blue. That man was in a TKM shirt. I really don’t think anyone likes them. Certainly none of the construction guys back in the lobby.”
Grace removed her hat, brushed her hair back with her fingers, then put it back on. It gave her two or three seconds of centering to gather the willpower to continue toward the source of all the chaos. She waved everyone to go behind the dump truck and into the street. “Come on, we’ll use these trucks as cover and slowly make our way toward wherever Angela says we should.”
“The direct route is there.” She pointed to the street Grace had seen from above.
“Uh, anywhere but there. We have to avoid that way. There are snipers up on the top floor aimed toward the rock. If they see us…” She left it unsaid, but Angela knew what she meant.
Angela pointed in the opposite direction. “We’ll head this way.” The professor took them down a slightly less busy side street, then they resumed walking toward the rock in the roundabout way she’d planned. The zigzag pattern took them well away from where they started, though the streets were always stuffed full of trucks.
The professor waited a few minutes before checking behind them. “We’ve stayed out of view of those snipers, like you recommended. We should be good.”
She remembered what the nice sniper had told her. The confusing rush of people going back and forth had barely let up, though as she approached the rock, men seemed to do less moving, since it was so crowded. “We have to avoid doing anything threatening to these work crews.”
“Or they’ll call in death from above,” Asher added with a desert wind’s worth of dryness.
After walking for a minute or two, Grace got closer to Angela. “Is this all worth it to you? The science part, I mean. Why don’t you simply pay one of these professional mining companies for a chunk of the rock?”
“I have to know what it’s like as part of the larger structure. When we get there, I can take precision photographs of the whole thing, collect a small sample of native materials, and be content we’re getting a fundamental baseline of data. I can’t do any of that with a thirdhand piece. It’s why I needed you and your guns to get us there.”
She was proud to be helping an academic. All the other men around her were only chasing the net value of the rock. This woman was interested in the science of it. The coincidence of finding each other had to be providence, she reasoned.
I hope you’re having good luck, too, Dad.
Grace and Angela worked their way across an intersection which was a mish-mash of pickup trucks, dump trucks, excavators, and tractors, all pointed in different directions. It was as if they’d squeezed into the junction intending to make it impossible for anyone to leave. Some of the trucks probably tried to get out of the jam before it turned into dried cement. One tractor had pushed away several pickups before it got caught up in a huge orange rock hauler. Now both vehicles were ruined.
Once clear of the roadway disaster, they walked another block before reaching what appeared to be an empty street.
“Why aren’t there any trucks on this next one?” she asked, not sure if what she saw could be real.
“That’s where it rolled in,” Angela motioned ahead. “The pavement is too broken up for most trucks to try using it.”
Grace was astonished once she saw it really was empty. “Hard to believe they couldn’t pave it over with all the construction equipment they have around here.”
Shawn hopped over a piece of cracked sidewalk.
“They can’t get in there. Too many trucks blocking the way.”
“They screwed themselves,” Asher mused.
When they reached the end of the block, Angela peeked around the corner. “There it is,” she said. “Two blocks to go.”
The three of them followed her lead and took in the sight. Being closer to the rock made it seem a lot larger. A ten-story building sat nearby, giving it perspective. The five-story office tower where the asteroid piece had come to rest seemed small with the mega boulder wedged in front of it.
“Do you know where to go from here?” Grace asked.
Angela shook her head. “I still don’t see the tents. I think they’re around the side of the asteroid piece, so we can’t see them from here. However, I see guys with guns right there. I bet every street this close to the rock is going to have the same problem.” Angela pointed to a dump truck parked near the boulder. At least four men were in the dumper, holding black rifles over the edge and threatening anyone who walked close to them. It was unclear if they wore the blue of TKM or were with someone else.
Looking ahead to the rock, Grace noticed how it sat against the building, but also how it seemed nestled inside the pavement. It was almost at the intersection of four of the streets, giving them multiple avenues of approach.
“Ash,” she said quietly, “We’ve seen trucks packed in like sardines around the rock. Do you think we could sneak through the buildings to get closer?”
“Or we could go under everything,” he suggested, gesturing into the rubble-strewn path up the street. “If it broke through the surface, maybe there’s room for us to crawl into the drains. Then we could get right up to the rock and pop out close to the TKM tents.”
She took a few moments to think it over, listening to the continuing gunfire echoing up and down the streets. If they had even the slightest chance of being able to make it the last two blocks out of the view of those crazy people, she’d feel a lot better about Angela’s plan to help them find the TKM area.
“Ash had a good idea. We’re going to sneak in underground.”
St. Charles, MO
The TKM man fell backward after being shot multiple times. He careened off the open door and slumped into a heap next to it. Ezra had no idea if he’d landed any shots, but Butch surged forward and down the hill like he was part of a bayonet charge.
“Wait!” he shouted, not sure if there were other threats. The driver had gotten out of the truck, and he didn’t see anyone in the bed or passenger seat, but he wanted to be certain.
“No way, E-Z, we’ve got to get to her.”
Butch set his rifle in the grass next to Haley and seemed reluctant to touch her. Ezra strode up, casting a suspicious glance at the stone-still man. As best he could tell, Butch hit him all three times, putting two in his torso and one in the side of his skull. Once certain he was dead, Ezra focused on Haley.
“Is she…” He couldn’t get the words out. He was positive Butch felt something for the young woman.
“I’m fine,” Haley replied.
As soon as she spoke, Butch grabbed her by the waist and got her upright. She held Liam firmly in her arms as she came up.
“Thanks, cowboy. That was a close one.” She shifted the puggle in her arms, letting Liam lick her face as she spoke in puppy-talk to the little guy. “You and I almost bought the big one, you know.”
“You’re brave as hell,” Ezra remarked to her.
Still talking in puppy-speak, she added, “I couldn’t let this little lovey get hurt.” She looked toward him with a more serious expression. “That man surprised the crap out of me. If I’d had more time, I would have used my rifle, but I did what I could to minimize who got hurt.”
Butch pointed to her white shirt, which now had two holes near her stomach. “Are you sure you aren’t shot?”
She struggled to lift the hem of her blouse, revealing washboard abs. She patted herself, content there were no holes. “I think it went through my shirt when I was hunched over, trying to wrangle this little fella.”
Ezra rubbed his chin, aware they’d dodged a literal bullet.
Haley handed Liam to Butch, who readily took him. She walked over to the TKM man, took his pistol and set it in the bed of the truck. Then she glanced back. “We’ll take this truck to where I was going to take you before. This will help us get there a lot faster.”
“Are you nuts?” he said without thinking. Softer, he added, “Well, I mean they’re going to be looking for us in a truck as soon as they find this guy.”
She shook her head. “Trust me. Whatever trouble you think we’ll find with these mining idiots, it will be a lot worse with the police. They’re on a mission to find every gun in the county; have been since about ten minutes after the asteroid fell down. I want you two to be able to defend yourselves when you leave my slice of heaven here in Saint Chuck.”
He was torn as to what made more sense. Looking around, there were a few businesses, but they all appeared closed. Their chances of being seen were minimal. Plus, everyone would have eyes on the parking lot of the Bass Pro, which continued to sound like a gunfight from the movies. “All right. We’ll take the truck.”
Ezra made like he was going to get in the driver’s seat, but Haley stepped in a second before he was able to get to the door.
“I’ve got this,” she said in a friendly voice. “I know where we’re going.”
“But we don’t want to get you in trouble,” he said lamely. He didn’t want to play the woman card, because he wasn’t sexist, but he was tempted to play the age card. Of the three of them, she was the youngest. And despite her age, nothing about her suggested she’d surrender her spot once she was at the wheel. She started the engine and idled, giving him and Butch time to put their packs and fishing poles in the back and walk around the other side.
“You trust her?” he asked quietly.
“Definitely,” Butch replied, petting Liam’s head. “So does this little puppers.”
Ezra rolled his eyes, though Butch wasn’t facing him. “I do, too,” he admitted. Anyone who would dive on top of her dog to save it from a hail of bullets couldn’t be all bad.
As they started driving, Ezra looked back to see if the man’s body was obvious in the shallow ditch next to the service road. It stood out to him, but so did the man coming across the highway.
“Oh, crap,” he said, pointing back. “That guy from the store followed us up and over the interstate lanes. He’s going to find out what we did in about thirty seconds. We have to go straight to our boat and get out of this town.”
Haley turned down a side street. “Don’t worry, the river is never far. I’ll have you back at your boat in no time. I just have to make one quick stop to check on a friend.”
Denver, CO
Dorothy and her laptop sat quietly at the end of the table as Petteri talked with Diedre. He went over what he expected of her during her call with her brother, Asher, and he talked about how important it was for Diedre not to reveal the suspicion he was a terrorist. His intention was to get the man to reveal his location so his team could go there to terminate him, though he told Diedre his only goal was to help Asher get away from the dangerous park ranger.
Finally, after all the instructions, he returned her phone.
“Can I have a moment of privacy?” she asked hesitantly.
“I’m afraid not,” he answered with gobs of fake sympathy. “The lawyers were clear on the way they want this to go,” he fibbed.
“Fine,” she exhaled.
After dialing, he leaned over to her. “Please put it on speakerphone, so we can help answer any questions as they come up.”
Diedre obviously didn’t want to comply, but she seemed to recognize the choice wasn’t hers to make. Once the phone started ringing, she put it on speakerphone and set it on the conference table in front of her.
It took a few rings before a man answered. “Diedre! Is that you?”
“Yeah, Asher.” She choked up. “It’s me.”
“What’s wrong?” Asher asked immediately.
Diedre looked cautiously at him. After all the time he’d spent reminding her she couldn’t tell him where she was, he was afraid she’d do it anyway. He was ready to snatch the phone if she went off script. Thankfully, she relaxed and spoke normally. “Nothing’s wrong. It’s been a while since I’ve heard your voice. A lot of people are dead out there. I’m glad you aren’t one of them.”
Asher laughed, sounding less stressed. “You have no idea, sis. Where the heck are you? I’ve got a million things to tell you about that schist-for-brains running TKM.”
Diedre didn’t laugh, even though Asher was guffawing on the other end. Schist was a type of rock, he knew, though Petteri remained emotionless at having it used to describe him. Once Asher settled, he seemed put off by her lack of response. “Come on, my goofy sayings always make you crack up.”
“I’m sorry. I was working at mission control for the Petteri-2 when things went wrong. Now I guess I kind of feel like this is all my fault. I hope you understand why I don’t really want to talk about it.”
The brother became more serious. “I understand completely. That’s why we’re in Denver. We’re going to sneak into the TKM offices and talk to your boss’s boss’s boss. We’re going to complain to the head guy himself.”
Diedre looked his way, searching for what she could tell her brother. He flashed the symbol for her to mute the phone, which she did. “Ask him where he is. I told you they’re terrorists. They’re coming right for me!”
She turned back to the phone with a hangdog attitude. It took her twenty seconds before she tapped the button to turn off the mute.
“You there?” Asher asked.
“Yes,” she said sadly. “It sounds like you have things figured out.”
“Hell yeah. I’m with a kick-ass park ranger. You’d love her. She’s all action and all brains.”
“I bet she’s cute,” Diedre said. “I can hear it in your voice.”
The line went silent. “Dang, sis, why don’t you out me to the world? She’s sitting right here.”
A woman’s voice cut in. “Hi, Asher’s sister, nice to meet you!”
“Nice to meet you, too.” Diedre laughed, leading Petteri to get anxious for her to get back to business. He tapped on the table, getting her attention. She looked over and nodded in acknowledgement.
Asher kept speaking. “We can see the big-ass rock in Lodo, sis. We’re about two blocks from it, though we’re searching for a tunnel right this second. It’s pretty amazing it got down to Earth without breaking apart and—”
“They aren’t going to his house,” Petteri whispered to himself. “They’re coming here!”
Diedre’s glance flashed between him and Dorothy. She pushed her chair back a bit, leading him to wonder if she was going to stand up, but in the next instant she jumped under the table.
“What the hell?” he shouted.
He scrambled to the hole where she’d kicked away her chair from the rectangular table.
“Asher, listen to me! Petteri has me prisoner in his offices. I can see the rock, too. I’m here in Denver. He’s expecting you!”
Dorothy remained at her laptop, not lifting a finger to help him. He needed to choose between allowing Diedre Creighton to give her brother precious intel, or diving under there to stop her.
“Don’t come up here! Get out of—hey, Asher, are you there?”
Petteri had made it to one knee when he figured out the line was dead. He immediately scowled at Dorothy, knowing she should have been the one crawling around on the dirty floor, not him. She merely smiled.
“Why are you so happy?” he asked.
“I had her cell phone on wireless access only. When she dove under the table, I cut it off for you. I hope that was all right?”
He laughed to hide his boiling anger. “Yes, of course you did the right thing. Next time, tell me in advance when you get fancy with technology. Got it?”
Petteri turned to the gap in the table. “Diedre, you’ve done a bad thing. You can stay down there until my guards come and get you. Right now, thanks to you, I know exactly where to find your brother and that wretched park ranger. I’d already planned a little surprise for the miners down on my street, but I’m going to send a few extra men to hunt down your annoying brother.”
“Screw you,” the woman snarled from her hiding spot.




CHAPTER 19

Denver, CO
Diedre had given fair warning about Petteri, so it reinforced their need to find a route underground. When the asteroid fragment rolled down the middle of the street, it cut through the pavement and warped many of the drainage sewers below the surface. They picked their way into the passages, but it wasn’t straightforward. The remaining length of the chamber was either leaning to one side, partially caved in, or cracked open near the surface. From time to time, she saw shadows of people walking above.
“This smells worse than the sulfur fumes coming out of the mud pits back at Yellowstone.” Grace did her best not to touch anything with her bare hands, though it was almost impossible.
Asher breathed into the crook of his arm, making his voice muffled. “No. I’ve smelled both. This is way worse. This place brings together all the odors of an outhouse and meshes it neatly with the stink of a pile of roadkill. I’m glad I talked to my sister before we came down here. I wouldn’t want to open my mouth outside my shirt.”
It was a storm sewer, not a toilet, but it didn’t make it smell any better. “Oh, come on,” she complained after spotting a white blob on the ground. “Who would throw a dirty diaper into the sewer?”
“We’ve passed about six of them,” Shawn said dryly.
“And two used needles.”
Every cell of her body wanted to crawl out the next hole and breathe fresh air again, but they were on the most dangerous leg of their journey. Despite the frantic call from Asher’s sister, Shawn still wanted to press the case of his tribe. Asher needed to see why Petteri had his sister. She wanted to get TKM to stop harassing Asher. Plus, she’d taken on the job of leading Angela and her team to the rock. She pretended it didn’t stink like death in the tunnel, and that the damaged walls weren’t coated with multi-colored slime.
Grace lost her footing on a tilted rock. “Ohmygod!”
Her heart stopped for the two seconds it took to reach the bottom of the slope a few feet later. When it restarted, she realized the asteroid piece was directly in front of her. As she looked it over in the dim light, Asher cursed and slid into the backs of her legs.
“Dammit!” he shouted.
“Oh, sorry, I should have warned you,” she said, spinning around to help him up. “Hey, guys, there’s a slippery rock right here!”
Shawn, Angela, and her three grad students made it through without incident once they knew what to look out for. Standing aside and brushing himself off, Asher spoke quietly to her.
“Thanks for the warning,” he said sarcastically. “I think I’ve got slime all up my backside.”
“I’m really sorry. I almost fell, too. I got distracted by this beast of a rock.”
Angela’s team wore headlamps, which barely reflected off the dark-colored stone. The professor went right to the fragment and began chipping with a small hammer.
“Do you know what it is?” Grace asked. “We found a smaller one of these up north. Asher said it was stuffed with gold and platinum.”
Angela didn’t turn around. “He’s right. This is a magnificent specimen. Thank you for getting us here.” She eventually turned to Grace. “We need a few minutes to survey this area. Would you be willing to escort us back to safety, once we have what we need?”
“How much do you need for your samples?”
“Just a few pebbles, really. It shouldn’t take us long. The TKM area is close; they set up shop on the clean face of the rock, so they could drive dump trucks next to it. If you can find a sewer lid, you should be able to go up and see it. That way.” She pointed to their right, along the curve of the rock. In the beam of Angela’s headlamp, Grace could see some of the sewer passage was still intact. “You can have my flashlight; I won’t need it.”
“Thanks,” Asher said as he took the light.
“Don’t mention it,” Angela replied.
Grace figured there was no point in watching them, so she corralled Asher and Shawn. “Let’s go up ahead and see if we can find a way out. We might have to come right back.” She hadn’t made up her mind about escorting Angela back to safety.
“We’ll be back in a couple minutes. We’re going to scout ahead.”
“Fine,” Angela said distractedly, while helping with the duffel bags set down by her assistants.
Asher led the way with the light, allowing her to get a look at the mushy, wet mess on the back of his pants. Normally, it would have been ripe material to poke fun at him, but he was driven to find Diedre.
“I see a ladder up ahead,” Asher remarked, steadying himself on the wall.
“We should be ready with our guns,” she said, hoping guns wouldn’t be necessary. Once they went up the ladder, they’d be in the thickest part of the mining operation, and it didn’t sound like they were getting along. The gunshots were muffled by being underground, but she was positive they were still out there.
Asher held his pistol at his side.
“Wait!” she insisted. “Let me go first.”
“No,” Shawn said from the rear. “I have the biggest gun.”
They reached the ladder underneath a circular lid about ten feet above them. She was prepared for all three of them to begin arguing who would go first, but Asher sprang up before anyone said a word. He’d been full-on intense since hearing from his sister.
“Ash, be careful,” she said, feeling the wobble of emotion in her voice.
He made it all the way to the lid before glancing back down. “Don’t worry—”
An explosion resonated from the area of the tunnel they’d come from.
“What the hell was that?” she yelled over the dying roar.
Asher tested the lid by lifting it a few inches off its ledge. The sounds of battle snuck through the opening. She saw him look outside for two seconds, then let the heavy lid drop with a metallic clang. He spoke fast while hanging on to the top rung. “I saw the tents. You can’t miss them from this close.”
She was torn between the two directions. Smoke rolled up the tunnel from the direction of Angela’s work site. The condition of her deal was she’d protect the grad school team if they got her to the TKM area, so technically she didn’t owe them anything, but she was close enough to at least check on them. “I’ll be back in two seconds!”
Shawn shook off the dust, glancing up at Asher, then at her. “I’ll hang with you.” He cast a stern glance at Asher.
“Don’t go anywhere without us.”
Angela wasn’t more than thirty feet away. When Grace arrived in the chamber where the grad students had been working, she was surprised to find light beaming in from above, suggesting there’d been a roof cave-in.
“What the heck happened?”
Almost immediately, a stout little aircraft dropped in through the ten-foot hole above them. It was dull white, with numerous symbols painted on the surface. It took her a few seconds to figure out it was a flying drone, though its function only became clear when it touched down. Angela and her helpers tossed broken rocks into a large basket set between the four fan blades.
Grace coughed on the smoke and dust kicked around by the spinning props. “I thought you only needed a little?”
“What do you care?” Angela snapped. “You can leave. We’ve got this.” The woman used two hands to pick up a watermelon-sized rock and heave it into the cargo area of the drone.
She didn’t care, except she’d risked her life for them. “Well, I only wanted to know what you’re doing.” With less smoke, and more light from above, she saw a three-foot divot in the face of the rock blown out by explosives.
“Clear!” Angela shouted.
Her people stepped back from the drone, then it lifted off the floor of the sewer. Flames shot out from the bottom and the engines screamed while it thrust itself through the hole with the rocket assist. A second or two later, an identical drone dropped back through.
“Holy cow,” Grace remarked, realizing what was taking place. “You planned this from the beginning. Are you even with the university?”
Angela laughed as she went for more rocks. “What does it matter? Each load will allow us to buy a university!
You’ve made us rich!” She tossed a hand-sized rock to Grace. “Take some yourself!”
“No, I—” A shadow interrupted her train of thought. When Grace looked up toward the hole, she expected another drone, but there was a man instead. Without warning, he fired what appeared to be a submachine gun hanging at his side.
Angela’s body exploded into its own bloody divots.
Grace aimed her pistol, even as the barrel above sought new targets.
St. Charles, MO
Ezra found it hard to concentrate while they drove through the blocks of St. Charles. He worried they were being followed by the man who’d spotted them leaving the fight scene. He was sure the cops were on the way. He was beginning to think they’d been away from Susan’s Grace for far too long. Someone might have already taken it. But the most distracting thing was also the cutest.
“Grab him,” Haley said, reaching across Butch to try to stop the puggle. The little guy hopped excitedly between his lap and Butch’s as they sat in the long front seat of the pickup truck. The pup’s leash slid through his fingers as the dog changed directions, though Butch finally locked him down.
“Got ya!” Butch exclaimed.
When Ezra looked back to the road, he was surprised to see a long convoy of police and TKM trucks heading their way. “Turn off!” he exclaimed.
“We can’t,” Haley said with an icy voice.
“You’re heading right for them,” he complained.
She rolled down her window. “I know. Check this out.”
As the lead cop car passed, she waved out her window. The driver flicked her a brief salute. The next police driver also gave her a nod. The first TKM truck did the same thing. A blue-shirted man waved as he flew by.
He and Butch shared a look once the convoy had passed. He leaned forward to see her better. “You’re either crazy or brilliant. They didn’t stop us.”
“I know how these law-enforcement guys operate. We would have stood out if I didn’t give them a casual wave. We’re just another truckload of paid thugs on our way to bang some skulls.”
Butch seemed awestruck. “Are there women working for TKM?”
“Of course. Are you saying we aren’t strong enough to drive a truck or pull a trigger? ’Cause that’s all these guys are good for. You saw them back at Bass Pro. They didn’t care a lick for you or me. Any dumb blonde could play the part.” She took off her camo hat, letting her blonde hair blow wild in the wind.
She turned down a quiet street with smaller bungalow-type homes, then turned into the driveway of a gray house with a pointy black roof. “We’re here.”
“Where’s here?” he asked. “You said you had a friend?”
Haley didn’t wait. She got out of the truck, taking the keys with her. As he sat there wondering what was going on, she grabbed the small backpack from the rear cargo area, then walked toward the front door.
“Well, should we get out?” Butch asked.
He smiled, knowing his buddy wanted to follow the girl. “I guess. We’re not going to be her dog walker, you know?” Butch still held Liam in his lap.
When he checked on Haley, she was already inside the house.
“Hey, how’d she get inside? We’d better get up there.”
Butch scrambled out the driver’s side while he exited through the passenger door. The big guy put the tiny dog on the ground as he grabbed his rifle from the cargo bed. Once they each had their weapons, they trotted up the front steps and into the home.
“Be careful,” he said to Butch, knowing it wasn’t necessary.
His blood was in turmoil. Nothing seemed normal after surviving the shootout. His adrenaline had drained away, leaving him feeling empty and cold, despite the summer heat and humidity. Going into a strange house wasn’t his idea of smart. The lights were off, so it was dim and shadowy.
“I got her!” Haley yelled from deep inside the home.
Liam struggled on the end of his leash, desperate to get to his mother.
“What do you have?” Ezra shouted in reply, wary of what she meant.
Without warning, Liam ran backward, pulling his leash behind Butch, as if he were a flag shifting in a fickle wind. Ezra looked out the front door to see what snagged the little puggle’s attention.
“Oh, shit!” he groaned. A police car had pulled onto the lawn.
Butch restrained the dog as he slammed the door shut and locked it. “We’ve got company!”
“We’re cool,” Haley said, coming into the room. “She’s safe.” The fitness instructor held out the little red backpack with its top zipper half-open. She tipped it a little in his direction, so he was able to see an orange furball inside. Two little tabby cat eyes peered out.
“You came here to get a cat?” he said in amazement.
She beamed. “Not just any cat. She’s my friggin’ family. My Victoria.”
Butch seemed to absorb the meaning faster than he did. “So, this is your boyfriend’s house?”
The police banged on the front door. “Haley, I know you’re in there! They said a fitness woman led a robbery at Bass Pro. It was you, wasn’t it? I knew you’d come here.”
Haley’s smile finally died. “Yep. He’s the cop outside.”




CHAPTER 20

Denver, CO
Grace was no military-grade markswoman, but the man wasn’t more than ten feet away, and he made a huge target backlit by the sky. She squeezed the trigger as she’d practiced dozens of times in her head. This time, the pistol jerked and barked out a bullet, which instantly impacted the man’s shirt, almost on his TKM logo. He fell backward before she could fire a second time.
Her next move wasn’t as simple as she would have imagined. The three grad students, or whoever they were, froze where they stood as they digested what had become of their leader. The second drone sat on the rocky ground with its bay conspicuously empty, silently demanding someone load it. There were also people shouting in the stinky tunnel leading up to the dig site as they approached.
A face appeared from the darkness. “Aha!” he cried out. “They came this way to steal rock right out from under Tikkanen! Nice!”
Men spilled out of the tunnel, some slipping and falling exactly as Asher had done. They regained their footing and lunged for the broken chunks of space rock sitting on the tunnel floor. Others snooped around the drone. A couple went directly for the asteroid surface, hammers in hand.
Someone grabbed her from behind, scaring her to death.
“Oh, God! Shawn.”
The Crow man pulled her away. “We’ve done more than enough here. We’re going outside before this place blows up.”
“She lied,” Grace said dryly. “Why’d she do that?”
“Who knows? The promise of money can make anyone do anything. Trust me.” By the time they’d gone back to the ladder, Asher was almost down.
“I heard shooting. Is everything all right back there?” His eyes suggested he already knew the answer.
On cue, someone fired a gun behind them.
“Angela’s d-dead,” she stammered. “There are miners swarming in. We have to get out of here right now.”
A flashlight appeared thirty feet behind them. “They went this way!”
A gunshot went off, though it was impossible to tell who the target was. Men screamed and yelled, possibly meaning someone had been hit.
Her stomach squeezed so tight she thought it might create diamonds. “Go!”
Asher was already on a low rung, but he hopped off so she could climb on. Rather than argue who should go first or last, and why, she hopped to the second rung, then scrambled up. She got to the top in seconds but had to use her shoulder to shift the cast iron sewer lid.
“We’re right behind you!” Asher shouted from below.
Grace took a second to look, then pushed through the opening. She had to crawl out and use her feet to shove the lid even farther out of the way. A second later, Asher’s face appeared, half-smiling.
“Out!” she demanded.
Shawn Runs Hard came up on Asher’s heels. He kept moving until he was clear of the hole. She and Asher worked together to move the lid, but Shawn stopped them before it was all the way shut.
“I’ve got to slow them down.” He knelt on one knee and aimed his rifle into the black sliver.
“Wait!” she protested. “We can’t shoot them in cold blood.”
Shawn cast a doubtful gaze at her. “They were shooting at us.”
She thought it over. For her, it was kill or be killed when the man in the hole shot Angela, then pointed a gun at her. If they now shot blindly into the sewer, they’d be no worse than that TKM employee.
“I have to,” Shawn said matter-of-factly. “It will buy us some time.”
She bit her lip in indecision but came up with a compromise. “Shoot, but don’t hit anyone.”
“You mean as a warning?” he asked, shifting around the hole to line up the proper angle.
“Yeah,” she replied, glad she thought of it.
“They’re here!” Shawn fired his rifle four or five times. It was as loud as someone slamming a hammer on metal six inches from her head. On the last shot, she finally got her hands over her ears.
“Run!” Shawn shouted once he seemed done. “I didn’t hit anyone.”
She looked around, realizing she’d paid absolutely no attention to anything on the surface. The rock was behind her and she was no longer on the street that had been cut up by the asteroid piece during its arrival. Instead, there were about fifty dump trucks parked side by side, and end to end. A few navy-blue tent canopies sat on the sidewalk on the left side of the street, signaling their destination.
“Follow me.” She put her pistol in the holster, praying she’d never need it again, and absently wondering how men like Misha could do such things for money. If she thought about it too seriously, she figured her stony stomach would toss the empty void pretending to be her lunch.
Once they’d made it to the first tent, she estimated they were out of sight of the sewer lid, but she decided to keep running along the street to be sure. Only when they’d gotten to the last TKM tent did she take a break. “There’s no one here.”
The canvas shelter was filled with communications gear, including radios and a series of flat panel televisions hanging on the rear wall. One of them was cracked, but most seemed in working order. While catching her breath, she pressed the on button for one of them.
A kid’s cartoon show flicked on, already in progress. “…today we’re going to see what’s inside the gigantic space rock. Won’t that be fun, kids?”
“What the hell is this?” she asked.
The scene showed a toy pickaxe standing next to a representation of an asteroid piece. The digger had legs, a face, and two arms so it looked a little human. The shovel character talked to a small child who stood next to the giant rock. “What do we need to help dig away this dirty old thing?”
The child jumped up and down. “I know what it is, Pickaxe Petteri!”
She and Asher shared a confused look, prompting her to speak. “Did TKM make a cartoon TV show about their boss? This is absolutely insane.”
“It’s a public service message. I’ve seen these sorts of things back on the rez. Usually it’s for the dangers of drug use or telling kids to stay in school. I’m not sure how their cartoons will play back home.”
“Why don’t you come inside and find out?”
Grace spun around to find herself looking down the barrel of a rifle. While she’d been distracted with the TV, three men with guns had come in through the side flap. Two had on the typical TKM blue, but the leader was dressed in olive-drab pants and shirt, more like he’d been on safari. Behind the trio, scores of men and women dressed in blue walked down the street like they were part of a parade. Gunfire kicked up as if it were the musical score for the marchers.
“My name is Major Ignatius Howard,” he said over the din. “You must be Asher Creighton and Grace Anderson. Pleased to finally meet you.”
She didn’t believe it for a second. The barrel of the rifle remained pointed at her face.
He went on. “Drop your weapons and this won’t be painful at all.”
St. Charles, MO
“Your boyfriend?” Ezra asked with shock. “Did you just use us?”
“It wasn’t supposed to happen like this. I was going to get you some guns, we were going to swing by the empty house to pick her up, then you’d be on your way and I’d have my darling Victoria again.” She looked at Butch with particular concern. “I swear to you I didn’t think anything this messed up could ever take place. It was supposed to be fun.”
“Now what do we do?” he asked, unsure if he should surrender or run out the back door.
“I can make this right. Let me talk to him.” Haley gripped the backpack like the cat inside was about to jump out.
“What do we do in the meantime?” he replied.
“Hide in the other room. I’ll tell him I got caught up in the shootout at Bass Pro, I stole the truck, and didn’t know what else to do but come here since it was close.”
“Open up!” the officer shouted.
He saw a million holes in her plan, but he couldn’t think of a better alternative to violence. If there was a chance she could talk her way out of the encounter, he figured it was worth the risk.
He looked at his buddy, who still hadn’t said anything.
“You with me?”
Butch nodded. “I don’t want to get in the middle of a…situation.”
“We’re not together,” Haley said with desperation. “Please, hide.”
He and Butch retreated to a side bedroom, figuring it was the best they could do in such a short time. By the time they closed the door, Haley opened the front.
Heavy footfalls came into the entryway. “Where are they? The radio said you were with two men.”
“I was. They were a couple of ass dumplings from that dumb mining company. I told them to run when I parked the truck. I figured you would have passed them on the way in.”
Ezra immediately saw the flaw in her logic. They would have taken their own truck to get away. He cut her slack since she was under a lot of pressure.
“What’s that?” A shuffle sound was followed by a grunt from Haley.
“Don’t!” she said with pain in her voice.
“Victoria? You came here to steal my cat?”
“She’s mine!” Haley squealed. “You took her without asking!”
For the next few minutes, the conversation became nothing short of an episode of Cops. The officer boyfriend asked her questions that ticked her off. She hadn’t expressed any anger in the short time he and Butch had been with her, so he figured the guy really knew how to push her buttons. They both shouted at each other with various expletives until there was a final yelp and heavy thud on the ground. Liam barked several times.
“You pushed me down.” Haley sounded defeated.
Butch moved toward the door, seemingly agitated with the escalation.
He held out a hand to stop him from going. “She said she could handle it.”
Butch pursed his lips. “I don’t know, E-Z. It sounds like she could use a friend.”
The cop spoke loudly. “I didn’t mean to, but this is my cat, dammit. You got to keep the dog. Don’t you dare try to take her again or I’ll give you more than a sore tailbone.” Haley sobbed softly in the other room. Ezra’s fatherly instinct went ballistic as he listened, and he was soon tempted to open the door himself, but still he waited.
“Don’t you know what’s going on, Haley? You can’t pretend this is a minor inconvenience to your workout schedule. The city has gone to shit. There are robberies everywhere. Half of St. Louis is living on our front porch. Everything is out of control. And here you are, playing the victim with a stupid cat!”
“She’s not stupid,” the girl replied, fighting the sorrow in her voice.
“It’s just a damned cat.”
“Then let me have her.”
“Hell no,” he snapped.
“I’ll come back,” she insisted with snark.
Ezra wanted to go out there and scold her for being so insane over her pet. Yeah, he loved animals as much as the next guy, but she’d obviously broken and entered into the home of a police officer. The boyfriend cop was right: the rules outside had changed. She needed to lie low, not jump into trouble. It was a lesson difficult to teach to young people such as her and Grace.
“You are such a—” Outside, tires screeched, and car doors slammed. The cop halted his insult. “What now?”
“Someone’s here,” Haley shot back.
“It’s the ass dumplings you mentioned. Maybe I’ll tell them you stole their truck, so they’ll get you out of my hair.” He laughed in an unfriendly manner.
“Xander, please don’t open the door,” Haley begged. “They’re not who you think.”
“Shut it. I’ll take care of these guys.”
Ezra and Butch stood ready with their new rifles. He scooted toward the drapes, interested to see how many had come to the house. Three pickup trucks sat on the lawn next to the lone police cruiser.
“Well, there goes the neighborhood,” he drawled.
Denver, CO
Petteri saw himself as both a mining tycoon and admiral of business acumen. His face was constantly on the news, he was asked to come on all the best night-time talk shows, and you couldn’t walk past a magazine rack without seeing his million-dollar smile. Unlimited money had given him a business empire that made the Rockefellers look like they did nothing more than run a mildly successful lemonade stand. He secretly enjoyed one aspect of his job above all the others: having absolute power over dangerous men with big-ass guns.
The men with the firepower stood in the hallway, awaiting his orders. Three of them, all dressed like they’d recently arrived from the battlefield. Weapons hung off every shoulder, on every hip, and lashed to ankles. Making money was a lovable byproduct of his business empire, but in another age, he would have been Julius Caesar himself. As soon as his guys had regained control of the battlespace around the fragment of rock, he wanted to go down there and walk the carnage.
“I’ve sent Major Howard down to the street to lead the big sweep of TKM security against those damned miners.” Inside, he laughed. The “sweep” would be more like cutting wheat with a scythe. “I have good intel suggesting a terrorist is moving closer to these headquarters, and I believe he is targeting me specifically. Until things are cleaned up on the streets, you three are going to be my shadows up here.”
They nodded in understanding.
“For now, wait in the hallway. Cover the stairs, or whatever you guys do.”
The three men chatted quietly amongst themselves, then spread out. One went down the hallway, one went toward the stairwell, and the third hung out by his office.
Diedre stood a bit inside the doorway, waiting for the guards to disappear. He intended to have someone else go in and pull her from under the table, but it proved unnecessary. As soon as he and Dorothy left the room, the woman crawled out on her own. He figured after giving away her brother, there was no point in lying on the floor.
“You stay in there,” he said dryly.
He went into his office, plopped into the executive chair, and spent the next half hour on the phone with gunfire on the streets outside as his background music.
Howard was certainly earning his pay.
Petteri mostly spoke with team leaders at the other dig sites as they, too, did their “sweeps” against non-TKM mining and construction crews. He’d been given the blessing of the US government to claim ownership of all the rock which had fallen to Earth, and he intended to take every ounce of that authority and put it to good use. Howard was implementing his plan in Denver. Other brave men would do the same at the numerous sites across the country.
After noticing the gunfire had become more sporadic and distant, he climbed out of his chair and went to the window. There were no longer any people within a few hundred meters of the rock. Well, living people. Bodies were strewn along the avenues, even on the street which had been torn up by the rolling meteorite. Men in blue shirts fanned out down each of the four streets, ever farther from his prize. They gunned down anyone who wasn’t smart enough to run from the fight.
His people were on the move, except for a clump standing by the abandoned tents. He leaned against the window, straining to see what was happening. As he watched, his mobile phone rang in his pocket, beeping the theme song of TKM. To his delight, it was Howard.
“Yes?” he said.
“Sir, we’ve got them. They came through the sewers, but we found them hiding in our old comms tent.”
Three people walked out from under the blue canopy. From ten floors up, he easily made out the two dressed like park rangers; he’d recognize them from space. The third guy was a mystery. “I’m looking at you right now. Bring them into the lobby. A serviceable job cleaning up the streets, Howard. I feel safe coming down to see it for myself.”
“Very good,” Howard said, hanging up.
Petteri called the three soldiers to his side and invited Dorothy to join him. She’d been there since the start of his damage control efforts, and she’d passed his loyalty test with flying colors. He’d been hesitant to show her how the sausage got made in his organization, but he was short on people he could trust. Normally, it would take years to work someone into his inner circle, but calamity sped things up. He desperately needed her competence and expertise at his immediate disposal.
Finally, he brought Diedre out into the hallway.
“Well, it seems your brother was as close as he said, but he was also quite stupid. We easily caught him on the street right outside my building. I’m bringing you down to meet him.” Obviously, there would be no need for her once he got rid of the bothersome brother. With hundreds of bodies in the streets, who would notice a few more? He was pleased with himself for suggesting he meet them down below. They wouldn’t have to drag the bodies very far.
“Don’t hurt him,” she begged, sounding nothing like the self-assured woman who’d ducked under the table to warn her brother. “Please.”
He started for the elevator but glanced over his shoulder to her. There was no harm in giving her a smidgeon of false hope. At least it would encourage her to get in the elevator. “It all depends on you.”




CHAPTER 21

Denver, CO
Grace hated being held prisoner, though in hindsight it seemed they were always headed for capture if they expected an audience with the super-wealthy president of TKM. There were no doorbells or receptionists around to announce their arrival. Even if there were, they weren’t going to be let inside the building with their weapons, given all the chaos outside.
“Wait here,” Major Howard said.
They were inside the once-beautiful lobby of an office building. A fancy steakhouse took up most of the interior, save for the elevators and a small welcome desk. Every window was broken out of the place, which invited the heavy coat of black dust in to blanket the chairs, floor, and wall décor.
“Let me do the talking,” Shawn whispered.
It wasn’t long before the elevator doors opened. Two men dressed entirely in black came out with their rifles sweeping back and forth for threats. A pretty young woman with straight black hair came out next, wearing a white skirt and black top. She looked around like she was out of place, as if she’d gone up for a normal day of work but come back down to the lobby to find Armageddon. The last person to emerge was a plain-looking, middle-aged man. His brown hair was perfectly cut in a businessman’s style, but the effort was wasted due to the man’s wrinkled black suit. Judging from the creases, he might have slept in it the previous few nights. Despite his mixed appearance, he carried himself with poise and confidence.
Asher got excited. “That’s Tikkanen. The head guy.”
Shawn Runs Hard held up his hands. “We surrender. We only want to talk to you about the rock that fell on the tribal lands of the Crow people.”
The two men dressed like assassins walked up to her and Asher and began patting them down.
“Where’s my sister?” Asher shouted.
“I already searched them and stowed their weapons,” Howard said with impatience, ignoring Asher.
The businessman waved him off. “Send your men back out. We’ve got the miners on the run. We can take care of things here.”
Howard motioned to his small band of TKM goons, and they ran back toward the tents and the rock. Their leader didn’t go with them. The major stayed in the lobby, about ten feet to Grace’s left.
When the men finished checking Shawn for weapons, they retreated to stay close to the boss and the woman. Only when everyone was in their place did the man speak.
“I’m Petteri Tikkanen, but I’m sure you all know that already—”
“Where’s my sister, you horse’s ass?” Asher interrupted.
Petteri smiled and went on with his speech. “You’re Asher Creighton and Grace Anderson.” He turned toward Shawn. “If I’m not mistaken, you’re the Crow leader recently on television?”
Shawn bowed in recognition. “That’s me. I was on my way to Washington DC to discuss the ownership of the meteorite on our lands, but there are no planes flying. Me and my friends decided to drive here, to talk to you, instead.”
“Uh-huh,” Petteri answered, obviously not believing it was accurate. “And why all the weapons?”
Grace snickered but sobered up when he cast an iron gaze at her. She replied, “Are you serious? Have you been out there? Everyone has guns. Everyone is dangerous.” Gunfire resonated in the distance outside. Echoes bounced from building to building nonstop. Whatever shooting had taken place in the tunnels, it must have been much worse on the surface. No one could possibly suggest it was a bad idea to be able to defend yourself out there.
“The Secretary of Homeland Security has ordered all weapons be confiscated if found outside the home. Surely, you know about the rules?”
“Do you?” Asher spit out. “Your men must have missed the memo. And my sister—”
It was Petteri’s turn to interrupt. “Ah, Mister Creighton. I’ve waited a long time to meet you. I’m not sure if I should be impressed by your progress getting here or disgusted with you for making this meeting necessary. My friend Misha tried to make contact with you several times to save me the trouble, but he was unsuccessful.”
She noticed how he studiously avoided calling it what it was. “You mean you’re disappointed we avoided the killer you sent out to put bullets in our heads?”
“Tsk tsk. Such a poor interpretation of events. I don’t wish to harm anyone.” He flashed a knowing glance to one of his warrior partners. Then he positioned himself closer to her and Asher. “But you two did an enormous disservice to the facts when you broadcast your little video from Yellowstone. It caused me a great deal of trouble with the press.” Grace noticed how he practically ground his teeth together. He was holding back what he really felt, and she wanted to see what it would take for him to lose his equanimity.
“If you mean Misha the loser, we bested him multiple times. I had a gun to his head. I could have pulled the trigger and ended him, but I’m not a murderer like you. That’s what this is really about, isn’t it? You want to murder us.”
Shawn gently pulled her shoulder. “No, no one has to get hurt. This is merely a discussion.”
Denver, CO
Petteri’s heart rate churned along much faster than he would have liked. It caused him to breathe hard and sweat to dribble down his temples. The blonde park ranger knew how to poke and prod him into losing his cool. It was probably a skill she’d learned at her stupid, useless job out in the woods. He would have offed them all in a heartbeat, but the native guy had been on TV. If anyone knew he was coming, it could create a problem if he was found with a bullet in his head.
“There’s no need to worry. In fact, to answer Mr. Creighton’s concern, I’ve taken good care of your sister throughout all this. Your video made it dangerous for her to be out and about. We had to bring her in to prevent her from being targeted by ignorant people looking to blame someone for this disaster.” He’d left one man, and his guns, trained on Diedre in a nearby room. He would have brought her out, but he was a man who liked meetings to absolutely go the way he wanted. If he needed any final leverage, she would be on standby.
Creighton scoffed. “I bet you say that to all your prisoners. Where’s my damned sister, Grandpa?”
He stiffened. Age was one enemy even he couldn’t conquer, and he hated to be reminded of it. The young man was hardly in his twenties; he wouldn’t know what it was like to feel sore bones every day. However, he couldn’t let on he’d struck a blow. This was a negotiation, after all. “No one is a prisoner, I assure you.”
“Horse shit,” Asher spat, showing absolutely no fear. “She sounded terrified on the phone. You better let her go or so help me I’ll walk through a hail of bullets to rip your head off.”
The guards stiffened as they flanked him.
No one in his organization would ever speak to him with such insolence. Adrenaline flooded his blood stream; he wanted to show the smarmy little punk who was in charge…
“Asher, please,” the ranger cut in, practically holding him back, suddenly sounding reasonable after her earlier outburst.
“You’d better listen to her,” Petteri said in a mocking tone. “This is not how you get what you want.”
“What I want is—"
“Sir,” Shawn cut in, “all I need is a few minutes of your time to negotiate our mining rights, then the three of us will be out of your life forever.”
Petteri slowly turned away from the annoying youngsters. He reoriented on the older fellow, who wore a mask of calm. It somehow made him even more upset. It was as if the man thought he was in charge of their exchange. “Negotiations? Tell me, are your people waiting outside for you to bring back an answer?”
The man thought about it for a few seconds. “No. As I said, they assumed we were going to Washington D.C. They’ll be happy to know I was able to speak with you directly and work out an amicable deal between our two noble organizations.”
“When you go back to Montana?” he replied in a businesslike tone.
“Yes.” The native leader nodded, still calm and full of smug assurance at what he was saying. “My tribe wants exclusive ownership of the rock, since it obviously fell on our tribal lands. Surely you understand our situation? We only want what’s fair.”
“Fair?” Blood thumped through the veins under his sweaty brow. He could have mentioned how the government had given him exclusive ownership, and the Crow Nation would get nothing, but his overexcited heart pumped nothing but anger. The guy had gone on television to try to steal what was his. The tribal chief had given others the idea they could take away ownership rights of his asteroid.
He had the gall to walk up to his face and demand it.
Petteri felt the hatred flow in like rainwater during a great storm. “Was it fair this man’s sister interfered in the flight operations of my multi-billion-dollar spacecraft? Was it fair someone tried to sabotage the arrival of Tuonela above the moon? Was it fair these two kids ran around Yellowstone trying to pin all the blame on me? Was it fair I had to make concessions to the government, rather than collect all the rock myself? I’m losing trillions just talking to you!”
Petteri grabbed the rifle from his guard and pointed it at the supposedly wise elder of the Crow people. There were no television crews. No reporters. No cameras. He could do what needed to be done. Howard could clean up the mess.
“I’ll tell you what’s fair…I can finally stop talking and do what my people have failed to do this entire time.”
The guard struggled for a moment, until he figured out what his boss wanted. It was awkward, but Petteri didn’t care. The guard belonged to him, as did his weapon. He put his finger on the trigger, knowing he was about to experience the satisfaction of closing the books on the annoying trio.
“Negotiations are over,” he said matter-of-factly.
As expected, the three prisoners reacted with horror and surprise, but the instant before he pulled the trigger, a dark figure appeared outside the broken windows of the lobby.
Denver, CO
Grace recognized the rising anxiety of their captor. Her plan to annoy him had worked. Asher had almost taken it too far, in fact. However, when Petteri began ranting about what was fair, she knew they’d succeeded.
She expected him to split them apart so Shawn could get his meeting without her and Asher there to annoy everyone. The change of scenery might offer a way for them to escape so they could rescue Asher’s sister.
Her grand plan went down the toilet when Petteri reached for his gun.
Gunfire erupted from close by.
“Oh God!” she blurted, knowing their lives were in mortal danger.
It wasn’t the rifle directly in front of her face. The man in the black shirt and pants fell backwards, yanking Petteri with him, since he wouldn’t let go of the gun.
The young businesswoman and the second guard looked beyond her and Asher, at someone outside. Rather than turn to see who it was, she figured the distraction would be her last opportunity to fight back. No matter what Tikkanen said, he wasn’t going to let them go. Not if he held Asher’s sister as collateral.
The second guard lifted his rifle, but he still looked beyond her, to the outside.
She lunged sideways, trying to bowl over the older guy called Major Howard.
Fractions of a second went by, almost frame by frame. While it looked like she was going to catch Howard off guard as he searched for the shooter behind them, the guard started belting out bullets.
Her adrenaline went to ballistic missile heights as she put into play one of the defensive tactics she’d learned in those training videos back at Yellowstone. She rammed into the major with an “oof,” as the impact stole her breath. Her knee went into his groin with all the energy she could muster. He hadn’t been expecting it, so he crumpled like a ragdoll.
Grace’s brain had given advice to her friends a couple of seconds ago, but it finally reached her lips. “Fight back!”
Howard outweighed her by at least fifty pounds and he was five inches taller, but he was about fifty years older, too. He winced in pain as his back hit the ground and was slow to figure out he needed to move. By the time he did, Grace had her arms curled around his neck in the one subdual move she knew.
“Stay down, bastard,” she huffed.
The shots fired inside the lobby stunned her with their volume. The guard fired at least ten shots, and the person outside fired about the same. Whoever it was, she prayed they wouldn’t hit Asher or Shawn.
The old guy didn’t give up. He used his weight to shift himself sideways on the floor, making her grip slide. In a few powerful moves, he was able to shuck her off. “I was fighting tenacious pajama-clad men in Vietnam when I was your age, miss. You’ll have to do better than that.”
He kicked her weakly in the knee, then tried to get up.
“Oh no you don’t,” she exclaimed, flinging herself into the man’s side.
Howard lost his balance at first, but he recovered quickly. He must have made another move, she realized too late, because he was soon standing while she was on the ground.
Whatever else was going on around the lobby, she only saw Howard’s hand reach for the pistol in his side holster. He had retaken the advantage, leaving her to search for something, anything, to fight back, but she came up empty. She didn’t even have her bear spray; they’d taken it when they stripped her of weapons.
“Crap,” she panted.
St. Charles, MO
“We’re putting Haley in danger,” Butch said as if he’d had a revelation.
“I hate to break it to you, buddy, but I think she put us in danger. This side trip was her idea, remember?”
He shook his head. “I do, but we…I mean I…made you go back to talk to her. I admit I wasn’t thinking like a soldier back then.”
Ezra laughed to counter the pressure building dangerously in his gut. “My man, you were thinking exactly like a soldier. Rescue the princess and all that, though I’ve never met anyone her age who seems as sure of herself as Haley.” He gripped the rifle. “I want to make sure nothing happens to her, no matter how she came to us.”
Butch squared his chest in military formation. “I’m here now.”
Pounding started on the front door. Liam barked feverishly in response.
The officer shouted from the front room. “I’m with the St. Charles PD! I’m opening the door!”
Almost at once, the heavy footfalls of multiple men sounded from the other room. “Where the hell are they?”
“She’ll give the truck back…” the officer said in a reasonable voice. “Hey, leave her alone,” he added.
Haley cried out.
A gun went off.
“Oh, shit,” Ezra said with shock.
Butch opened the door before Ezra knew what he was doing.
“Wait!” he ordered.
The young warrior was through the breach and walking down the hall toward the front room. Ezra had no choice but to follow. When he came around the corner, he had a moment to see Butch’s giant frame get close to the front room, then the big man put the butt of his rifle against his chest and fired away.
The concussion was ear-splitting in the narrow corridor.
Still without options, he crouched and sidled up next to his friend. The wood-floored living room was a disorganized scrum. Several men were already on the floor bleeding. The police officer was one of them. A man popped up from behind a long sofa near the front window; Butch put two rounds through the sofa, dropping him. Haley was on the floor, protecting Liam as she’d done before. She had one hand on the red backpack presumably with her cat inside.
A man peered around the corner of the half-open front door. Ezra was already in a firing position, so he raised his rifle and cranked out a round. It instantly cracked the wood frame, but missed the target.
The guy stayed steady and aimed a pistol, either not understanding the danger he was in or was professional enough to endure it. Before he or the man could unleash another shot, Butch had aimed toward the door and hammered a round through the guy’s face.
“Damn!” Ezra convulsed in horror.
Butch was on fire. He put a few more rounds into the couch, perhaps thinking men were still alive back there.
The front window then exploded to pieces.
“Down!” Butch screamed, pushing Ezra back into the hallway.
He slid on a rug and took an elbow to the face as Butch repositioned.
“Sorry,” the big guy joked.
“Who’s left?” he asked.
Butch slid along the floor back toward trouble. Ezra admired the man’s dedication to protect Haley and her pet menagerie, but they had a whole army to worry about.
“Haley, come to me,” Butch whispered.
The fitness fiend glanced back to Butch with tear-filled eyes. They also darted over to the prone figure in the middle of the room. Ezra was surprised and a bit disturbed by the fact the cropped-haircut officer from earlier was looking right at them.
“Hey, assholes. Get her the hell out of here.” He seemed to chew on his thoughts before talking to Haley. “Take the damned cat. I know that’s who you loved the most.”
Haley turned to him and might have said something, but a string of violent pops blew out more windows. The guys out front were angrier than hornets with their wings on fire.
“Come on!” Butch begged.
“Go!” Xander insisted.
“I’m sorry,” Haley sobbed.
“It’s cool,” the cop replied, “but I want my cat back if I make it out of this.”
Haley crawled on the floor toward Butch, giving him hope they stood a chance.
When another body peeked into the front door, he took a few shots to make him drop to cover. In those few seconds, he realized they were burning through the little ammo they had.
“Butch, we don’t have enough rounds to take them all. We’ve got to run for it out back.”
“I haven’t fired mine,” Haley tugged at it as she came into the hallway.
“We’ll switch,” Butch said, taking charge.
They got up and ran for the kitchen as more guys came through the front door. Xander’s service pistol clapped repeatedly, sending shockwaves of violence along the walls of the hallway. Haley’s physical strength seemed to have disappeared; she bobbled the backpack and Liam’s leash as she struggled to get away.
He prayed no one was covering the back door.




CHAPTER 22

Denver, CO
Grace waited for the bullet to pierce her body.
“Drop it!” a young voice ordered.
She chanced a look back. A fourteen-year-old boy walked across the broken glass and into the lobby, rifle aimed at Howard. The major seemed to weigh his chances, then he set the pistol on the ground.
“Logan?” she gaped.
“Is my dad okay?” he asked, getting closer.
“I really don’t know,” she answered. The Crow leader was on the ground and obviously injured. The bodies of the two guards were close by. Asher was on the floor as well, but he sat up at hearing Logan’s voice.
“Hey, kid, where’d you come from?”
The boy laughed. “I don’t always listen when my dad tells me to stay put. Haven’t you figured it out, yet?” When he saw his dad down on the ground, he ran over to him.
Grace made sure Major Howard wasn’t going to do anything. She picked up the pistol he’d set on the floor, then she backed away, instantly bumping into the professionally dressed young woman. It appeared she hadn’t moved from her spot the entire time, though she held her hands high in surrender.
Petteri Tikkanen was gone.
“Why are you still here?” Grace asked the lady while trying to get closer to Shawn.
“I don’t own a gun,” she said with the emotion of a robot.
“Good,” Grace replied, unwilling to hurt anyone who looked so much like they didn’t belong there.
She finally made it to Shawn. It was difficult to train the gun on the major while also looking for injuries. “Ash, will you hold this for a second?”
He took over, giving her a chance to crouch by Mr. Runs Hard. “You all right?”
The unshaven man strained with pain. He’d been shot in the leg; Logan had already taken off his shirt and wrapped it around the wound. Still, he managed a smile. “I don’t think my negotiating skills are as good as they once were. My parenting skills are apparently suffering, too. Logan, you’re grounded.”
The boy laughed. “You got it, Dad. I’m going to get you back home, then I’ll sit in my room as long as you want.”
“Can you move?” she asked, knowing they had little time.
“What about my sister?” Asher replied.
“I know where she is,” the well-dressed girl responded.
Grace hopped up. “Where is she? Tell him.”
“I will, but you have to do something for me first. I want a gun.”
“A gun?” Grace said with surprise. “You work for TKM. Why in the hell would I ever give you a gun?”
She shrugged. “Take a look around. This place has gone mad. I’m not taking ten steps if I don’t have a way to defend myself. You can point your guns at me and fire away if I threaten you, but I’ll only help when I have a pistol at my disposal.”
Grace was adamant they weren’t going to fulfill such a crazy demand, but Asher seemed to have other ideas. He stepped backward, picked up Logan’s rifle so he had a replacement, then crouched and slid Howard’s pistol over to the woman.
She crouched down sideways in her skirt, like a proper lady, to pick up the weapon.
Howard immediately spoke out with the cool determination of someone trying to defuse a bomb over the phone. “My men have joined with the rest of the effort to clear out the miners. You can see out the door, we have absolute control of the rock again. We’re winning! It’s just you and me, girl. Shoot these people and we can go back upstairs, where it’s safe.”
The woman didn’t look over to Howard. She kept the pistol pointed at the floor as she stood back up. “I’m Dorothy, by the way. I’ve been working inside the TKM organization ever since Petteri brought me in as part of his think-tank to save the world. If you ever wondered who saved your lives when the planet-killer asteroid didn’t drop on your heads, it was me.”
“Thanks, I guess, but why are you still working with him?” she wondered.
Dorothy snickered. “If I told you, I’d have to kill you.”
Grace chuckled, feeling some of the tension ebb out of the room. She’d experienced the same attitude about some of her missions over the past several days. Dorothy used the moment to turn toward the major. “It’s great that your thugs have gone out and killed everyone, but I don’t care about clearing streets or collecting rock right now. You shouldn’t have left me alone with Stricker, you ass.” In one smooth action, she aimed the pistol and fired.
Grace jumped a foot in the air with surprise.
The target only had time to half-raise his hands.
Dorothy had put a single round into the head of Major Howard.
“Whoa!” Asher screamed, seemingly about to shoot her.
Dorothy dropped the pistol on top of one of the dead security officers. It bounced onto the floor, clanging loudly on the tiles, then came to a stop.
Asher aimed at her. “You’re a menace! Tell me why I shouldn’t put you down!”
“I know where your sister is. Don’t you remember?”
Asher breathed loudly through his nose, seemingly thinking it over.
“Where is she?” Grace pressed, recovering from the loud bang.
Dorothy pointed to a nearby door. “In conference room A. Through there. But be careful. Mr. Tikkanen went through there, too. He has a guard with her.”
Asher ran to the door, opened it without listening to what might be inside, then ran in.
“Or you can go in like a bull in a china shop,” Dorothy said sarcastically.
“Diedre’s here! She’s hurt!”
Dorothy smiled weakly. “My boss doesn’t do anything halfway. Trust me. She’ll need help if she survived him.”
“You should know your boss isn’t who he claims to be. He’s made my life hell over the past several days. His, too.” She pointed to Asher, who came back out supporting his sister.
“They shot her before they left,” he lamented.
“Who?” Grace asked.
“Tikannen,” Diedre wheezed.
Asher got her situated against a wall. “The bullet went right through her shoulder, but it made a huge mess. We have to get her some help.”
“Not here,” the sister replied. “Anywhere but here.”
She seemed to noticed Dorothy. “Why is she still around?”
“She killed this guy.” Grace pointed to the dead major. “We all saw it.”
Dorothy didn’t miss a beat. “He took pleasure in seeing me in an uncomfortable situation with a man. I paid him back in spades.”
“Whatever. She also stopped me from talking to you,” Diedre said to her brother.
Dorothy held up her hands again. “What happened upstairs was out of my control. I delayed killing your connection as long as I could because I know what it’s like to have family members in desperate situations. But you have no idea what I had to do to get to where I am, and I’m not going to risk anything else. Get out. I promise I won’t tell anyone what happened here.”
“We could kill you,” Asher said, not in a convincing way.
“Nice try, tiger,” Dorothy replied in a more upbeat fashion. “You people are the good guys. You don’t kill in cold blood.” She turned dramatically to face the body of the man she’d shot.
“All right, we’ve got a long way to go to return to the truck. Grab what guns you can and let’s move.” Grace pointed to the dead guards. Each had a stubby-looking rifle and a big handgun.
Dorothy didn’t look at them as she and Asher took the weapons. “Good luck. Maybe someday you’ll read about me in the funny papers.”
“Sure. Whatever.” Grace strode for the door, hoping their exit would be less dramatic than their entrance, but knowing it wasn’t likely.
Asher walked next to her as they headed for the sewer, though Diedre held on to his far shoulder. The sound of gunfire was so thick, it had become ever-present background clutter. “It sounds like Chinese New Year out here.”
“Happy New Year,” she replied.
St. Charles, MO
They made it through the back door. Ezra, Butch and Haley ran across the shady yard to the detached garage about fifty feet away. He scanned left and right for anyone who might try to shoot them. Butch kicked open the gate and ran into the alleyway, but he stopped abruptly. “E-Z, point at the house.”
He followed Butch’s lead and aimed his rifle at the back door. After a two-second pause, a man appeared. His veteran friend didn’t wait. His first shot took a chunk out of the door frame. A second hit the man, sending him back into the dark interior.
“Run!” Butch hissed.
Ezra’s ears rang from all the gunfire, but it seemed to affect his brain, too. He ran as ordered, but he also grasped the fact he’d failed to fire his rifle. It wasn’t a case of not wanting to; the situation was moving faster than he could think.
Get your head in the fight, Ezra.
Shooting at the first man slowed the others, but it didn’t stop them. Windows shattered in Xander’s place as the TKM men fired through them. Bullets impacted the vinyl siding of a nearby house as they ran to the next block. By then, they were out of the line of sight.
Haley’s stride was more purposeful and poised as they ran, as if she got stronger the farther they got from her ex-boyfriend’s home. She now wore the cat-holding backpack over her shoulders and Liam ran alongside her. The young woman stayed on Butch’s heels as he led their escape.
“Haley, can you get us to the river?” Ezra asked as he tried to keep pace with her. They made it to the next street over and they used the sidewalk to make better time.
“Are you leaving?” she asked with a bit of panic.
“Not before we get you to safety,” he replied. “There’s a forest where we came ashore. We can lose anyone in that mess.”
She jogged on the sidewalk for a few seconds. “Yeah, the whole town is a grid. All we have to do is go that way. My house is about four blocks over. The river is one block past it.” Haley pointed to a cross street ahead.
Once it was put into perspective, he figured they had a fighting chance of escape. Rather than run all the way to the street, he cut into a yard. “This way! Stay between the houses!”
Butch shifted direction like a gazelle. Haley ran into the grass right behind him, pulling the tiny-legged puggle with her. They passed Ezra before they made it to the backyard of the first home. The youngsters made him feel about a hundred years old. Susan would be shocked at his lack of physical fitness and would probably have a snarky word or two about spending too much time in his boat, on his rear end.
Squealing tires and high-RPM engine noises suggested the TKM thugs hadn’t given up. After what happened at Bass Pro, he figured they’d chase him to the ends of the earth. They ran through another yard, waited to ensure the next street was empty, then sprinted for the next block. Despite the raging blood pressure and icicles of fear piercing his spine, Ezra took a lot longer to cross the street and get to the backyard of the two-story stone structure where his friends already waited.
“You gonna make it, E-Z?” Butch asked, hardly sounding winded.
He sucked in air. “I’ll be fine.”
“You want me to carry that heavy backpack?” Haley asked, making him suddenly feel a full two hundred years old, and the unhappy owner of an overly faded man-card.
“No, I’m good. I’ll keep up.” He’d never wanted to be back on his boat more than he did right then.
Butch slapped him on the shoulder. “Break time’s over. How far?”
Haley knew he was talking to her. “I was a little off. My house is on the next block.”
The style of the homes changed in the short time since they’d left Haley’s boyfriend. His home was a small bungalow with a larger yard. Each row of houses they passed had ever larger stone homes with smaller yards. The dual-window Colonial-era buildings of the St. Charles Historic District were close. The river, and salvation, was within reach.
A few cars drove on the next street, so they needed to wait a minute for them to clear out. When they finally went for it, he managed to spring at the same speed as Butch and Haley, but he was still the last one into the corridor between two of the buildings. It struck him they’d come full circle; the alley where Haley had pulled the tire was a little way ahead. They were in the same place where the officer confiscated their rifles.
That officer, he now realized, was Haley’s old boyfriend. Was he able to respond so quickly due to the fact he was already circling her workout area? Spying on her? All the pieces seemed to fit.
“My home!” Haley cried out.
They ran across the alleyway and into her yard. He wondered if she was going to go inside, but she trotted into the corridor next to her building. As he ran into the gap, a car appeared at the end of the alley.
“They’re here!” he shouted.
“Don’t stop!” Butch yelled.
Ezra came out a good twenty feet behind his faster friends. They shot out onto the cobblestone street, ignoring a nearby orange car. He followed as best he could, but he had to admit he was running out of gas. Someone seemed to drive a sword into his body as running cramps flared up. By the time he was on the far sidewalk, he had to hold his right side to control the pain.
“Susan, dear, I need a little help.”
The navy-blue truck turned the corner down the street, maybe a hundred yards away. He chased Butch between the last row of buildings; the park came into view.
“Hold up,” Butch advised, stopping them next to a big metal dumpster set behind one of the buildings. There was a narrow street between the structures of the city and the sparsely wooded parkland now used as a refugee campground. A few people strolled along the path in the afternoon sun.
The three of them panted from the escape, but Ezra believed his breathing sounded the worst. He had to hunch over to try to open his lungs all the way down to their bottom level. Talking was almost impossible, but he wanted to stay involved. “The boat is downriver about a thousand yards. You two go. I’ll catch up.”
“No sale, E-Z.”
“Yeah, we have to stick together,” Haley added. “I got you into this mess. I’m not leaving you.”
It made him feel good, but also vulnerable. He was the weak link in his own team.
A bullet slapped into the dumpster; the bang of it leaving the gun followed an instant later.
“Down!” he ordered.
As he and Haley got behind the dumpster, Butch was already aiming and firing. The running didn’t seem to slow the big man in the least, nor did the threat of incoming bullets. It was like he moved at twice the normal speed during the most intense and dangerous moments, while Ezra’s movements slowed by half.
He fought against the molasses and pulled his rifle off his shoulder. Butch managed to unload about five aimed shots before Ezra brought his to bear. It took him an additional few seconds to orient on the blue truck parked about ten buildings down the roadway. It was probably the same one that had been following them, but he couldn’t be sure.
After checking to confirm the walkers had all run for cover, he finally squeezed the trigger. That was when he noticed another truck pull up behind the first.
“Shit, E-Z. We’re going to get pinned down if they keep coming.”
He thought it an astute observation, but they both kept on firing.




CHAPTER 23

Denver, CO
Grace had gone down the ladder into the sewer. Many bodies crowded the sloppy base of the drain tunnel. “I give credit where it’s due. That Petteri guy doesn’t do anything halfway. How many miners do you think his goon squad killed around his dig site?”
Asher held his elbow to his nose again. “I’d say he killed them all.”
They returned to the collapsed chamber where they found Angela’s body. The TKM guy who’d shot the professor from above was dead, too, thanks to Grace. His boots hung off the hole in the tunnel roof. The flying drone remained where it was, still spinning its blades at a low speed. Small LED lights blinked on and off, waiting for a signal which would never come.
“This is insane,” Diedre said sadly. “I had no idea it was so bad out here.”
“Where have you been?” Shawn asked. “How’d you get to downtown Denver without seeing the destruction?”
Asher crouched next to Angela, perhaps checking if she was alive.
“They brought me here in the back of a sealed helicopter, directly from the airport. For some reason, he didn’t want me to know about any of this. It worked, too. He used me to get you to reveal your location on the phone, Ash.” She talked to her brother’s backside as he hovered next to the downed professor. “I’m sorry I gave you away.”
Asher stood up and faced her. “You couldn’t have known where we were. It was my fault for blabbing our location to you like I was a kid in grade school. We’ve faced some mean people out here. I knew better.”
“We have to keep moving,” Grace advised, hopping over the slippery rock, leading them deeper into the sewer tunnel. The route would take her along the path they’d used to sneak close to the rock, and they’d be out of view for a time, but eventually they’d have to rise to the surface. Major Howard had bragged his men went out to kill all the miners. She figured that included anyone not wearing a blue shirt.
Grace almost fell over a body in the shadows. Angela’s small light provided the minimum to see, but rubble was everywhere. When she pointed the light at her feet, she recognized the dead grad student from Angela’s group. “Dang, this kid was no threat. He didn’t even have a weapon.”
Shawn limped by, patting the rifle Logan had brought. “It’s a good thing we’re armed. There’s no way they’ll let us out without a fight.”
Grace carried the fancy rifle she’d taken off the dead guard; Asher had the other one. Logan carried the handgun Dorothy had used to kill her co-worker. An act she still didn’t understand. What she did know was they were armed to the teeth and willing to fight for their lives. “I only wish we could have gotten that Petteri guy.”
“I tried to shoot him,” Logan stressed, helping support his father. “He pushed one of the guards and ran for the door. I figured it was more important to shoot the men with guns.”
“You were right,” Shawn replied.
They walked for fifty yards before the crumpled street pressed in on the sewer tunnel to the point there was no roof at all. It was the same place they’d used to enter, and it was still a confusing tangle of rebar, concrete chunks, and smashed cars, joined now by bodies. The last two grad students were face down, with blood soaking through their shirts.
“Don’t let up for a second,” she advised. “We have to run back to the lobby where we met Angela. From there, it’s one block to the train tracks.” She pointed to the side street filled with trucks. If she focused on the sounds of gunfire, she imagined they came from high up. Were the sniper’s nests now being cleaned out? Which side was winning? Maybe the fight upstairs would provide a distraction so they could sneak underneath.
“Run for it,” she said, leading the advance.
Grace ran for about twenty feet before realizing the futility of speed. Shawn and Logan picked through the rubble as best they could, but they barely walked, much less run. Asher stuck with his sister. She was hit in the shoulder, but it seemed to hurt when she hopped or stepped down too hard. He supported her as best he could.
The exposure bothered her as they walked the streets. They passed the same clogged streets filled with stopped trucks, but now there were numerous men lying in the gaps between vehicles. Some of them were TKM employees. Most weren’t.
“Almost there,” she said when they came around the last corner. Ahead, the broken glass doors waited for them in silence.
The lobby was wrecked, with broken chairs everywhere, tipped-over potted plants, and numerous broken windows. She expected to find it stuffed with dead bodies, but apparently the people inside decided to run when they saw the shooting start. She turned to watch the two pairs of survivor friends come across the glass-covered sidewalk.
“We’ll go through the lobby and through to the road which will take us to the railroad yard. From there…who knows.” She hadn’t thought beyond the moment. They had to get away from the core of the TKM operation in Denver, but where they could go from there was a mystery. Maybe Asher would know, since he lived in the city.
She guided everyone across the lobby as well as any cattle dog, but the quiet was unnerving. Looking to the far side, she was glad to see the last street and the railroad tracks beyond. They’d soon get lost under the bridges and along the abandoned tracks.
“We’re almost—”
Two men strode around the corner from the elevator area. They were in the middle of laughing, as if one of them had told a funny joke. Grace had been on high alert, and despite almost losing bladder control, she swung the rifle off her hip and aimed at them. From twenty feet away, even she couldn’t miss.
They knew they were beaten.
“Hands up!” she yelled. If there were more behind the first, she’d have to shoot. She didn’t want to kill them, even if they deserved it. “I said, hands up!”
Asher joined her by pointing his weapon at them, giving her much-needed backup. Even Shawn had his rifle clumsily aimed toward the security guys.
The men put up their hands.
“Now, give us your shirts,” she said, realizing she’d struck on an important detail back in the tunnel.
They kill everything not wearing a blue shirt.
St. Charles, MO
Ezra’s senses sharpened as he got his breath back. He was relieved to feel better since it was up to him and
Butch to defend Haley and her pets. He focused on the two TKM trucks parked about a hundred yards down the edge of the park. Bullets whizzed through the air, possibly inches from his head. The screams from the refugees in the encampment were loud and frantic as they ran away from the sounds of gunfire. But the one item which streamed into his heightened consciousness was also the least useful for his survival: a sheen of god-knows-what coated the pavement next to the dumpster and it reeked like the world’s least-cared-for port-o-potty. A fatal twinge of curiosity made him look inside the eight-foot-wide trash can; he instantly regretted it. Soiled diapers had been rolled up and tossed in there, filling it about halfway to the top.
“Holy crap!” he complained. “This thing is full of… crap.”
“Just aim and fire, E-Z.” Butch didn’t seem the least bit concerned by his surroundings. He fired a few shots, then ducked below the edge of the dumpster and tipped out his backpack. “Reload as needed.”
The big guy glanced over to Ezra. “Cover me while I top off.”
Given a task, he went right to it. He peeked over the lip of the blue metal bin and picked his target. A TKM man stood behind the corner of his pickup truck, lining up targets exactly as he was doing. He exhaled, desperate to stop his heaving chest, then squeezed off a round. Without his scope it was a more difficult shot, but he’d trained on iron sights many times.
His first few shots were off target. It broke one of the cardinal rules of gun handling in that he didn’t know where the bullets were going, but he couldn’t second-guess his actions when lives depended on him. He counted as he went, getting to the fifth shot before he put one in the side of the blue truck. The man instantly ducked.
A police car ripped around the corner behind their position at the dumpster. Since they were facing the TKM employees, their backsides were completely exposed from the opposite direction.
“Butch!” he ducked down and pointed to the new arrival. His foot slipped while he shifted, and he put a knee into the soupy mess on the ground. “Oh, God, this is nasty.”
“Embrace the suck, E-Z.” Butch scooted the young woman and her pals around the corner of the dumpster. They weren’t directly between the opposing forces, so there was one small spot which had cover from both directions.
Two police officers swung their doors open. Butch was reloaded, but he held his fire. He squatted close to Haley while talking to Ezra. “Doesn’t look good. We can’t fight the whole city.”
There was nowhere to run. They’d have to cross in the open to get into the park. Once there, if the TKM guys kept firing, it would put entire families at risk.
“Damn. I don’t think those bastards are going to take any prisoners.” Ezra chanced a look above the rim. A bullet plinked off the metal, sending him back.
They watched the police aim a pair of shotguns, but they weren’t pointed in their direction.
“Wait. What?” Butch said, noticing the same thing.
The police used their PA system. “By order of the mayor of St. Charles, you are hereby ordered to cease fire!”
One of the mining company shooters put a bullet through the police car’s windshield.
“Shit!” the officer blurted on the PA.
A TKM security official yelled. “They killed our man at Bass Pro! They killed more in town. They have to pay!” He paused, then added. “And they killed an officer in his own home!”
Ezra’s muscles turned to stone. It was an easy-to-believe lie, and there was nothing he could do to counter it. If the cops changed their minds about who needed to be stopped, it would be a short battle. Of course, maybe they could surrender to the real police, and avoid retribution from the mining people.
The officer on the driver’s side of the car got on the mic again, though he kept his head lower than before. “We have reports from around the city of incidents of gunfire from you, directed at citizens. There are innocent people all around this park right now. You need to stop firing your weapons immediately!” The microphone reverberated with the force of the man’s voice.
“Not a chance!” a TKM shooter replied, before plinking several rounds off the metal dumpster, searching for a hit on their group hiding behind it.
Ezra noticed an older gentleman standing behind a tree trunk about midway between him and the trucks. At first, he thought the guy was hiding so as not to get shot, but he also had a thin, black object at his side. While Ezra watched, the man leaned to the side of the tree, aimed at the blue-shirted men, and squeezed off a round.
“Argh!” a guy gurgled as he fell behind his truck.
The man retreated behind his tree, then gave Ezra a thumbs-up. He then pointed into the field. Many of the women and children had retreated to anywhere but there. Still, a good number of men and women crouched behind trees, trash cans, or anything else of substance. They were armed, too.
A third Tikkanen vehicle pulled up behind the last. It was the same van from the parking lot of Bass Pro. The one they’d used for loading the big guns. Men jumped out the rear swinging doors, but Ezra was unable to get a headcount since the door was faced away from him.
“I think we’re about to be outgunned.”
Butch had most of his focus on the police. “Why do you say that?”
It was quiet for a few seconds, leading him to pray it had been his imagination. As the silence went to about a ten-count, he’d almost believed it was over, when a roaring blast of gunfire came from the TKM operatives. To Ezra, it sounded like a cannon. An object punched through both sides of the dumpster, and whatever was inside, before it lodged into the wall of the nearby restaurant.
It was a horrible escalation, but all he could think about in his moment of introspection was how glad he was none of that diaper juice splashed on him.
Denver, CO
After escaping from Mr. Creighton’s terrorists, including the kid who’d shot his two guards, Petteri had gone through the conference room, ordered his bodyguard to shoot Diedre as payback, then went into the elevator with his protector. On the ride up, he realized he’d been grazed by gunfire. An ugly red gash had been painted on his forehead, right at his graying hairline. Blood ran down the side of his face in front of his ear.
He looked in the mirror inside the lift, noting his eyes seemingly burned with fire in them. How did they plan such a perfect ambush of him and his people? In addition to the two skilled bodyguards, he had to leave Dorothy and Howard to their fates.
His guard quietly stared at the door of the elevator, perhaps anticipating more trouble would arrive when they opened. Of all of them, the guard was the one person who’d done what was asked. He’d kept Diedre from escaping her room, then he immediately shot her as ordered. On any other day he might have thanked the man, but he wasn’t in the mood.
“Sir, the doctor is on floor eight.”
Even there at the temporary TKM location he had his regular staffers. Medical personnel. Chefs. Legal. The best of the best, who would do whatever he asked due to the obscene amount of money he threw at them. The doctor was close, but he didn’t have time to get his wounds tended to. He needed to fight back.
He didn’t look at the man in black. “We’re going to ten. Don’t stop.”
The door opened without incident. The guard stepped out and let him pass. With luck, the guy would blend back into the building and leave him to do his job. Howard was usually the man who assigned offices and acted as a firewall between him and the minutiae of daily operations. He already missed him…and his ability to control a tense situation.
Petteri stormed into his office, slammed the door, and shouted at the top of his lungs. “Damn you, Asher Creighton!”
“Maybe we can help?” a woman said matter-of-factly.
Petteri recoiled in horror. Surprise was one thing, but showing his anger was devastating to his ego. “Who are you?”
A woman stood in the room, but the swinging door had blocked her from view when he came in. She was dressed in tight black leather pants, black boots, and a black tank top. Her shiny black belt was adorned with silver engravings, which matched her silver hoop earrings. She wore two holstered pistols under her arms, which reminded him of how a police officer might wear them. However, her South American accent assured him she was not with law enforcement.
“Oh,” he went on, finally realizing it was Nerio Torres, one half of his husband-and-wife wrecking crew. “No one told me you were here.” That would have been Howard’s job.
She did a haughty backward head flick to pull her long brown hair to one side. “Flights aren’t what they used to be. There’s civil unrest in Houston. We had to charter a plane from there. My bill is going to be very pricey.” She sounded happy to have incurred the expense, but he had no concern for petty cash.
She went on. “I ran into a friend of yours up on the roof. Howard said we weren’t to kill him, but he didn’t say we shouldn’t capture him.”
Petteri wanted to tell her he wasn’t in the mood for games, but she didn’t give him a chance. She called out to someone. “Bring him in.”
The office joined with the next one through a wooden door. He’d never bothered to open it, since everything was temporary. When two men came through the door, he almost thought he was about to be assassinated. His guard remained in the hallway, unaware of all the activity.
Nerio’s husband, Alejandro, dressed in similar fashion to his wife, including the twin pistols, though he also carried a rifle. He had it pointed at the back of a man with his hands tied.
“Misha Gagarin?” Petteri said with surprise.
“Da. These two moo-docks jumped me and tied me up like common criminal. I came here of my own free will, so bindings are not necessary.” Misha held up his hands. “I told you I would cooperate so you wouldn’t harm my family.”
Petteri’s phone rang. He picked it up, hoping it was Howard. “Hello?”
It was one of his communications team. “Sir, we thought you should know. We have secured a solid half-mile perimeter around the Denver excavation site. The local PD have completely abandoned our part of the city. We’re golden here.”
“That’s good,” he said in a dream-like voice.
“There’s more. The Missouri recovery division reports widespread civil disobedience against our crew as they tried to outfit themselves for the trip to Kansas City. Several stores were looted of all firearms before we could seize them. Field agents are being struck down in their vehicles—”
“Tell them to shoot back!” He was already on the edge.
“Sir, they are. We had full police cooperation, but everything has now changed. Our people are evacuating to the west without all the supplies they need. They—”
He nearly punched the red button on his phone to cut off the man’s bad news. It was one thing he missed from old land-based telephones. He couldn’t slam it on a desk to end a call.
After a long pause, the Venezuelan woman chuckled.
“Is there anything I can do to ease your burden? Earlier, I heard lots of target practice down on the streets below. Perhaps there’s some more people you want us to shoot? Or some…one.” She eyed the Russian like he was a side of beef.
Petteri scowled at Misha, transmitting anger with his eyes. “This is all your fault. The war outside. The threat against my ownership of these pieces. This.” He pointed to his still-bleeding head.
Nerio laughed. “I could push him out the window.”
He turned his attention to her. “I was almost shot by a kid down in the lobby. He’s with a young man named Asher Creighton. Take over the security teams down on the streets. Do whatever is necessary to kill him. If he escapes, the man lives here in Denver. My comms people will send you his address.”
Misha laughed like he’d heard a whopper of a tale.
“What is it?” Petteri asked with distaste.
“I have seen and talked to both of those young people. They are no more a threat to you than my babushka.”
He strode up to the much larger man, content he had backup from Nerio and Alejandro. “Are you calling me a liar?”
“No, sir. It is hard for me to believe based on what I saw of them. They can run as fast as kittens, but they could never penetrate your defenses and do you harm.”
Petteri looked up at Misha’s face, which sported a line of bandages down to his neck. He’d been fixed up at the Yellowstone dig site; his people had passed along the information when they cleared him to fly the helicopter.
“And how do you explain your burns?”
Misha looked away, a sure sign he’d done damage to the other man’s claim. “I burned myself when my rifle misfired.”
“I’m sure,” he said casually, before turning back to Nerio. “Your only mission is to kill those two. Don’t talk to them. Don’t reason with them. If you see them from ten thousand feet in the air, ram your plane into the ground to snuff them out. I don’t care about the details or the expense. I want them dead before they cost me even more.”
A new voice cut through the tension. “They killed Howard.”
He spun around, surprised and a bit relieved to see Dorothy. Petteri swallowed hard and spoke through a croak in his throat. “Are you sure?”
“Positive,” Dorothy nodded.
Petteri waved Nerio to him. “I need one of your guns.”
She unclipped and handed a big pistol to him.
Petteri slowly turned toward Misha. There were a number of ways he could toss the man out into the chaos and get him killed, but sometimes simple was better. He’d used the bodyguard to off Diedre. He wanted to do the next one himself. “The old saying is true, I guess. If you want something done right, it’s best to do it yourself.”
Nerio clapped. “How exciting!”




CHAPTER 24

Denver, CO
Grace had no idea what she was doing. She could admit it to herself, but not to the group depending on her. When she pulled a gun on the two TKM contractors there were multiple ways it could have ended, though she didn’t think killing them in cold blood would play well to her friends, or her soul. Instead, after taking their shirts, she locked the pair in a utility closet.
“Now I know what you mean about dressing in a costume,” she said to Asher. He’d made the same complaint when she’d asked him to dress in the park ranger uniform.
Now the two of them were pretending to be the bad guys. Her baggy blue TKM polo shirt fit much worse than his, since it was a men’s large.
“You get used to it,” he joked.
She took stock of her people, feeling a bit like she was back at Yellowstone leading a tour group out of the woods. Looking at them, she could imagine they’d been mauled by bears, hacked at by eagles, and chased by angry wolves. It was up to her to lead them back to civilization. “Asher and I will carry the rifles, since we’re dressed like them. Logan, hide your pistol. Let me do the talking if anyone stops us. If they don’t, I’m going straight for the railroad shed.”
Shawn grimaced at her as he handed over his rifle. “Those boys in blue might be at the railroad depot right now. If Logan had been there, he might have still gotten shot. I never should have brought him into this…”
Logan held his father’s arm over his shoulder to help him stay on his feet. “I’m fine, Dad. We’re kicking ass, in case you didn’t notice. Besides, I brought myself along, remember?”
Grace chuckled at Shawn’s loop-de-loop eye roll.
She continued. “We don’t know if the rail yard has even been breached. They might all be upstairs in this building, if the shootings are any indication.” The door to the stairwell reverberated with gunshots. “Let’s move out.”
They’d been in an off-limits section of the first floor located behind the elevators, so they didn’t have far to travel to escape the building. They walked across the ruined reception area, past the security desk, and out through the same blown-out doors they’d used when they arrived. No blue shirts were in sight, suggesting they had a chance. The street was clogged with trucks, exactly as it was when they come through the first time. The railway repair yard was within sight.
“Let’s go!” she advised.
They’d gone about ten feet, into the stopped traffic, when she had an epiphany about her wonderful plan. Wearing the blue shirts would get them through any TKM checkpoints, but they were dressed in the distinctive colors of murderers. If any normal people were fighting back, they might shoot her and Asher simply because of their costumes.
Her heart played the part of wild mustang, jumping and kicking much too fast for how slow they moved. Shawn and Diedre required special attention and couldn’t go faster than a brisk walk. When she looked back to encourage more speed, she was dismayed to see all four were at least two vehicles behind her.
Grace hung out for a few seconds while they caught up, praying Shawn could limp a little faster. Logan helped as best he could, but his father was a big man. It took a lot of effort for the kid to support him.
“Got injuries, huh?” a man said from nearby.
“Crap!” she spit out. When she saw the blue shirt, every molecule in her body froze, not sure what to do.
“You okay? Lots of us are injured, but we’re walking it off.” There were two of them crouching behind a concrete planter at the corner of two streets. Their rifles were on top of the hip-high fixture as if they manned a foxhole. Both were young, perhaps late twenties, with brown hair and plain features. One had a bandage wrapped around his elbow.
“Yes,” she said, remembering who she was supposed to be. “We, uh, took fire from some of the miners.” She drew inspiration from her experience with Angela. “Did you know some of them were pretending to be scientists?”
“Yeah, I heard that. Everyone had an excuse. Still, they didn’t have to shoot us, you know?”
She didn’t know how to respond. Everything she’d seen suggested the TKM side went on a shooting rampage to clear out the people they didn’t want at their precious dig site, not the other way around. It was a fact she might be inclined to debate if guns weren’t involved. “I know. Well, good luck. We’re heading that direction.” She pointed toward the railroad depot, which was a few hundred yards away.
The man stood up when he saw Asher and the others getting close. “Hey, you’ve got prisoners? We aren’t supposed to take prisoners. Not after what they did.”
She tried a disarming smile. “They’re more like guests. They weren’t shooting at us. We’re trying to get them to safety.”
The man picked up his rifle, though he didn’t point it at her people. His glare was legendary, however. “We’re not supposed to leave anyone within one mile of the rock, no exceptions. Most of our force is fighting upstairs, but then we’ll push out again. Major Howard won’t like you ferrying extra bodies around. You’d better have a good reason for breaking protocol.”
Inwardly, she laughed. Major Howard wouldn’t be giving orders to anyone. “They’re injured,” she said aloud, still sounding friendly. Diedre and Asher came out from the line of trucks, so the man could see them. Logan and Shawn followed.
The first security guy tapped the shoulder of his injured partner. “Hey, bud, let’s help them get to where they’re going. They have prisoners.” He put special emphasis on the word prisoners, leading her to suspect his intentions were anything but pure.
“No, we’re fine. We’re only going a couple blocks that way. It should put them outside the one-mile radius.” She motioned for Asher to keep moving, which he did. The men strode over, with rifles at the ready.
“These two look dangerous. What are they, Indians? We’ll protect you, ma’am. Don’t worry about a thing.” He mimicked her gesture, motioning for her to walk ahead of him.
Crap. Crap. Crap.
Her brain searched for lines suitable for the masquerade she was attempting, but all she heard in her mind was static-filled white noise. They’d surprised her by being there, they’d surprised her by offering to walk with them, and she tried to guess what the next surprise might be.
“Sounds good,” she lied, walking with her friends, desperate for a way out.
St. Charles, MO
Butch did the opposite of what Ezra expected. When the armor-piercing round smashed through the disposal bin, he thought hugging the earth was the only reasonable solution. Instead, the military man leaned over the edge and fired back as fast as he could.
“Run that way!” Butch yelled, using his head to indicate where they should go.
Careful to avoid putting his foot in the runny mess on the ground, he leaned around the side of the dumpster and squeezed off three or four shots to help out. There were no blue shirts visible, so he settled for hitting their trucks. Once he pulled back, he closed ranks with Haley. “I’ll follow you!”
“I know,” she said with resolve. “Can you hold Liam? I need to put Victoria on my back. She’s freaking out in her pack.”
He took the leash, unconvinced it was a good idea to worry too much about the animals, but it was easy enough to hold. “Just go!”
Before they got far, Butch cussed. “Oh, shit!”
Another boom resonated from down the street. The crush of metal exploded from the dumpster, putting another direct strike on their hiding spot. Ezra glanced back only to be sure Butch was going to follow them.
“The man operating that fifty-cal knows what he’s doing, E-Z. We need to put a building between us and them!”
The sniper fired again. Ezra couldn’t be sure they weren’t spotted leaving their cover, but speed was his friend. Haley pulled away as Butch caught up.
“Don’t stop!” Butch yelled, as another thunderclap filled the air.
Ezra heard the bullet cut through the air, or at least he imagined it did. At the same time, he watched as Liam’s little puggle legs carried him in a path leading away from Ezra. At first glance, he thought the leash was getting longer, but logic slapped him in the face. The leash had been sliced.
“No!” he cried out.
The dog looked back, surprised he was suddenly free of his human. He diverted toward Haley for a moment, but zigged and zagged when the next sniper shot barked out. The pup seemed to take it personally. His next zag put him on a path going in the opposite direction as the rest of them.
“Liam!” he shouted. “Come!”
Haley stopped in her tracks when she heard the words. She screamed his name to get him to return. “Liam!”
Butch and Haley stood near the corner of the building, having made it to safety. Ezra was still out in the open, but he was the one who lost the dog. He couldn’t abandoned it, could he? After a moment of indecision, he flung himself behind a parked motorcycle.
Liam ran next to the parked police car. To Ezra’s shock, the closest officer lunged into the street to grab him but missed. The shooters seemed to zero in on the cop, forcing him to retreat behind his door, then scoot to the rear of the car itself. Even a door wouldn’t give much protection against the heavy rifle.
Haley shouted the dog’s name over and over, but Liam had no intention of coming back. The little pup ran close to the man behind the tree. He didn’t make the same lunge as the officer, but he did lean out and fire at the TKM men, providing covering fire for the crazy dog.
That was his cue. He yelled over to Butch. “Fire over Liam’s head!”
Ezra held his breath for the next twenty seconds. Of all the possible places the dog could have run, he went directly for the blue trucks like a slow, brown bullet. The cops fired their shotguns. The man behind the tree yelled at his friends to attack the corporate thugs. Ezra lined up his rifle, using the leather seat of the motorcycle to steady his aim.
He went for the man with the sniper rifle, first. After watching one shot, and praying he was still firing at the police, Ezra confirmed the shooter’s position was inside the van. He repeatedly fired through the front window as if it had no glass. It might have been smart at first, but Ezra used the van’s shell to bracket the guy and pour fire on him.
Most of the other shooters seemed to stand behind the middle pickup truck. He shifted his aim from the sniper to a man who kept popping up in the same spot. It reminded him of the lesson he’d learned back in the oxbow bend. When the man popped up again, he lined up his sights toward Butch…but the guy shifted his aim toward the angry puggle as the pup got closer.
“Not today, my friend.” He gently squeezed the trigger. “Gotcha!”
The man went down with a bloody head wound Ezra didn’t want to ever see up close. He took satisfaction Liam was unscathed, though he was almost at the blue trucks. From there, he’d be on his own.
“Liam! Stop!” Butch screamed at the top of his deep lungs. His commanding voice almost overpowered the gunfire all around.
The puggle slid to a halt.
Ezra had no time to celebrate. A white sedan appeared a few buildings behind the TKM shooters, going at least fifty. It lost some speed when it turned sideways in the grass, but it regained its momentum quickly as it approached.
“What the hell?” he said to himself.
It took a couple of seconds to realize it was a police cruiser. The low-profile red and blue lights were off, and the siren was silent as well. It zeroed in on the Tikkanen goons exactly as the puggle had done, though this time from the other direction.
The four or five men behind the pickup were focused on shooting at him and Butch, or the cops, or the dog, so they didn’t seem to realize the new threat behind them. A bullet slapped against the motorcycle, forcing him to the ground, but he couldn’t look away from what was about to happen.
“He’s really going to do it,” he said dryly.
At the last second, a man standing at the rear door of the van noticed the new threat. Men behind the pickup also heard the approaching car. They craned their necks to see through the bullet-ridden windshield of the van parked behind them. None of them had time to do anything about it.
The car slammed into the back of the cargo van at about sixty or seventy. The grotesque crunch sounded terrible, and the results looked worse. The van compressed like an accordion, but it also moved forward into the pickup truck. The men standing in the gap were instantly crushed.
A couple of men were also caught behind the second truck. They were smashed as well, though not with the same violence as the others.
“Holy cow,” Ezra said to himself. “He got ’em.” Haley ran by him before her presence registered.
“Liam!” she shouted.
He hopped up, intending to follow her with his rifle at the ready, but Butch was already next to him doing the same. “That dude saved a lot of lives,” he commented.
There were no more shots fired. When he got to the three demolished trucks, he found no one left alive. It was probably a good thing, too, since the men and women in the park seemed to be looking for blood after having their families exposed to reckless gunfire.
By the time he got to the police cruiser at the rear of the pile-up, Haley had her backpack with Victoria over her shoulder and Liam the puggle in her arms. Butch arrived at about the same time.
Haley saw the driver first. “Xander?”
It was her ex-boyfriend. He’d somehow gotten up off the floor of his living room and made it out to his car. Whatever miracle got him there wasn’t going to be enough to get him much farther. He had multiple gunshots on his torso, a huge gash on his head, and seemed tired and disoriented. His airbag had gone off, but it looked useless in the face of all the crushed glass and slanted dashboard.
She sounded broken up. “Why’d you do this? You should have gone to the hospital, not into some gunfight.”
Xander smiled at her with a bloody lip but looked directly at Ezra. “You guys can have your guns back. They’re still in my trunk. All I ask is you give me a few seconds with Haley…” He coughed up more blood.
“Uh, thanks.” Feeling guilty at the man’s state, and how he’d cursed him almost every moment since he took their rifles, Ezra held out the scrap of paper. “Do you want our receipts?”
“Don’t make me change my mind,” the injured man replied with a faint smile.
Butch waited a second before saying something.
“Thanks, sir. You saved our bacon.”
“See ya,” Xander whispered.
He flashed a quick salute to the man and walked toward the back. Butch followed at a slower pace, watching to see what Haley was going to do. When they reached the trunk area, Haley leaned into the window, still hugging her little pup.
“What do you think he’s saying to her?” Butch asked immediately.
There was only one thing it could be. “Goodbye.”




CHAPTER 25

Denver, CO
The walk to the train depot was the most uncomfortable five minutes of Grace’s life. It even beat the time she had to drive home from college freshman year and tell Mom and Dad she’d gotten a D in her first geography class. Mom took it the worst, claiming it was proof she needed to come back home. Today, on her walk, she wished for nothing more than to be back at the family table with Mom.
The two Tikkanen men stuck to themselves, though they constantly looked at Diedre and snickered. She wasn’t one to conjure up the worst thoughts about people, but there was nothing redeeming about their behavior. Whatever they said to each other about it, they were too quiet for her to hear. She figured if she was a real TKM employee, she’d be expected to overlook it.
Shawn’s shirt bulged larger than normal; he carried her and Asher’s uniform shirts inside his own. If anyone looked at him too carefully, they might notice the odd bulges. Grace made sure to keep herself between him and the other two.
“This is us,” she said, a few yards outside the door to the warehouse-like train repair building.
“You’re planning to let them go?” one of the men asked.
“Yes, we’re outside the one-mile limit. I’m sure they’ll be fine.” She tried to scrub the emotion from her voice, though her insides were mush. If they’d go away and mind their own business, her group would be home free.
The man pulled out a black walkie. “Let me check with base to see if the limit is still one mile. I would hate for them to go free if they were still going to be shot, you know?”
She smiled as best she could. Shawn looked like he was going to fall over. His dark skin couldn’t hide the fact he was turning ghost white from losing blood. Logan strained to hold him upright while they waited. Asher had been supporting his sister; he looked worn out, too.
“Checkers base, this is Checkers 45. I need to confirm the secure boundary for a prisoner release. We’re at the one-mile marker, more or less.”
She cringed at the word prisoner. He’d said it with that same flair, like there as a practical joke she had no clue about.
“Checkers 45? Where the hell have you been? We’ve been trying to contact you for fifteen minutes.” The man sounded angry, but the guy holding the radio didn’t seem to mind.
“We’ve been busy,” he replied, not holding the radio button in. He’d said it to Grace, and also used a finger-gun symbol to suggest what they’d been doing. Eventually, he did talk into the radio in a voice full of false regret. “Our radio has been acting weird. Please advise.”
“Checkers 45. Security chief Howard has been killed by terrorists. Some sexy woman in leather hot pants has taken his place and she’s out for blood. If you see two park rangers and an Indian, kill them on sight.”
The man glanced at Shawn, then looked around. She thought their radio protocols were fairly laidback, suggesting no one was overly professional. Calling someone sexy on the NPS radio frequency would have resulted in hours of sexual harassment training for the poor park ranger who dared say it. At TKM, no one seemed to care. The man in the blue shirt keyed the radio. “We don’t have any rangers roaming around. If we see them, we know what to do.”
He laughed before letting the mic go.
The man on the other end also laughed for a moment, before adding, “They might have ditched the uniforms. We found two members of our security team knocked out in a broom closet. Their uniforms had been—” Grace knew the next words were going to out them. As much as her insides swirled with uncertainty about the two men, she knew there would come a point when they would try to harm her and the others. Her body raised the rifle toward the man on the radio even before her brain registered it as necessary.
The voice on the radio went on. “Their uniforms were stolen. We think the terrorists are now dressed like us.”
The man’s face lost all expression as his eyes drilled into hers. He looked at her dark green pants, which were NPS-issued, making the connection. She remained calm, absolutely sure she’d gotten such a huge drop on the pair of thugs they would appreciate how impossible it was to resist her. At least, she figured those were the thoughts she’d have if their roles were reversed.
The man dropped the radio, distracting her for half a second. He didn’t lift his rifle, but instead grabbed at the pistol tucked loosely into his belt, drawing it out like he was an old west gunslinger. It seemed impossible she fell into the situation, but there was no question what was going to happen next.
Grace fired a round into the man’s stomach, but it didn’t stop him. The pistol continued to rise with almost robotic inevitability. She couldn’t stop.
She fired several more times, blasting one bullet after the other into the man’s chest. He wasn’t more than three feet away, so they all seemed to go in. Each impact sent him reeling a half-step backward until it finally caused him to fall. On his way down, he did somehow managed to pull the trigger of his weapon, but it was aimed in the air, not at her.
He let go of his pistol as he fell to the rocks.
Grace stood over the body, shocked at how easily the bullets ruined his shirt and the bones beneath. Blood gurgled loudly out of his mouth as he tried to suck in a few last breaths, but it was over before she fully appreciated he was dying.
“Oh my God,” she said, slowly realizing what she’d done.
“I surrender,” the other TKM employee said, with his hands high in the air.
Asher had his rifle trained on the guy.
She tore herself from the dead man, reorienting on the prisoner. “Drop your weapons. All of them. And your radio, if you have one.”
He did as instructed, groaning a bit from his injured elbow when he unslung his rifle. After dropping it and a pistol, he also pulled out a huge knife and tossed it on the rocks. The guy then threw down a small black radio like his friend had used. When he was finished, he tried to touch the clouds again. “I surrender!”
She pointed the rifle at his middle, but then used it to wave him away. “Get the hell out of here. Maybe next time don’t try shooting unarmed miners. Some of us shoot back.”
He sniffled and nodded, exactly as she expected from someone in his position. As he ran back toward the buildings and the dig site, she wondered if she’d done the right thing. If his sideways glances and interest in Diedre were any indication, he’d taken some liberties during the gun battle. Maybe justice would have been served if he’d died along with his friend. Who would ever know?
Asher patted her on the shoulder. “You did good, ranger. The man was going to kill you, sure as that Misha character.”
“Yeah,” she said dreamily. She’d graduated from using flaming bear spray to big-girl firepower, but it didn’t feel like an upgrade. “I guess.”
Logan hurriedly picked up both of the men’s rifles, stuffed two pistols in his jeans, then grabbed the radios and the man’s huge knife. His dad swayed precariously while left unsupported. Even so, he shook his head at what his boy was doing.
“Son, you’re a living, breathing armory. Spread some of that around.”
The kid glanced at everyone in turn, starting with her and Asher. “They already have rifles. She’s injured. You’re injured. I’ll hold on to them for now. Besides, you can never have too much firepower.”
Shawn may have been thinking his son had issues, but he was clearly relieved when his boy helped support him again. The Crow leader pointed into the railroad building.
“Looks like they’ve got your truck ready to go.”
Grace followed his lead. Her Suburban had been lifted with a giant crane and loaded onto a flatbed car attached to a single-train engine. A boxcar was also linked between it and the engine, creating a two-car train. The diesel motor was already running.
Robert the repair guy waved them over. “We’re ready to roll out!”
She grabbed Asher’s hand, as much to feel his as to steady hers. “We have a saying back in Yellowstone. Never poke the bear.” Grace squeezed him. “I think we just poked the bear, big time. Petteri Tikkanen knows who and where we are. He thinks we killed his deputy. It’s only a matter of time before he sends more Mishas to take us out.”
Shawn struggled along with his son at his side. “We have the same saying. Even people living in the cities know enough not to poke the bear. If you can get me back to Crow Agency, I can make sure you aren’t alone in fighting them off.”
She was immensely grateful for the offer, but a thought occurred to her. “My dad thinks he’s going to meet me in Denver. I told him we would be at Asher’s house. That’s where we—well, he and I have to go.” She bumped Asher’s hip.
A police officer hopped off the flat bed rail car as they arrived. “We never found your son. Is this him?”
Grace had instructed Weller and his two fellow officers to meet Logan in the rail yard, but it came as no surprise the meeting never happened.
Shawn pulled Logan under his arm. “This weapon hoarder is my son, yes. I’m sorry we told you to meet him. I should have known he’d follow me.”
“Hey, I recognize you,” Weller said to Logan. “I thought it was odd to see a kid walking around, but there wasn’t anything I could do about it. You walked right past us near the bridge overpass. You were never far behind your dad, were you?”
Logan chuckled and pointed to her and Asher. “We were talking about this a minute ago. I’m exactly like the rest of these people. We all like to see what happens when we poke the bear.”
They all climbed onto the flatbed and rode it out of the building a few minutes later. The repair crew had brought some family members and put them in the box car; she saw them leaning out when they left the yard.
Ahead, the rail line would carry them somewhere into Denver. Somewhere out there, Dad was taking a nice boat ride to meet her. To celebrate the moment of victory, she wrapped her arm around Asher’s waist. Grace figured they’d have to climb off before it went too far north, but for the time being, she was in a place she hardly recognized.
“We’re safe.”
St. Charles, MO
Ezra wanted to take the offered guns from the trunk of the police car, but he stood over them, considering whether he could. Butch’s attention was consumed by what Haley was saying to her dying ex-boyfriend, though Ezra suspected if he asked, Butch would say he was watching for one of the dead TKM shooters to rise up again.
“I think you’re clear to take them,” a man said from behind.
He turned to see the first person they met when they came into St. Charles. It was the guy with the button-down shirt and cargo shorts. He even had on his red baseball hat. Looking at him closely, he realized it was the same man who’d been standing and shooting from behind the tree.
“You?” he said, a little put out. “Thanks for the help, but aren’t you the one who turned us in? We lost these rifles because of you.”
“The two of you walked out of the woods armed to the teeth. My job is to act as a sheep dog for our families camped here in our city park. If I would have known you were the type of men who protect young ladies, police officers, and runaway puppies, I never would have called the cops in the first place. I’m sorry.”
“Why are we clear to take them?” he went on, feeling marginally better about how things had gone down.
“I guess it doesn’t hurt to tell you. I’m actually an undercover officer. Word went out on the radio. St. Charles is no longer working with TKM’s security division. Homeland Security says we have to, but after what we saw at Bass Pro today, we can’t have these guys anywhere near our town. Under their advice, the first day after the meteorite struck Illinois, we put out guidance to local stores to stop them from selling firearms. It turned out they only wanted to take the weapons for themselves. They’re nothing but bad news. Given recent events, I’m sure the police force is going to need some additional manpower. Maybe you and your friend want to stick around?”
It would have been a welcome job if he didn’t have a thousand miles to go on his journey to Grace. He turned to Butch. “You interested in staying here and doing some police work?”
Butch acted like he didn’t hear him.
“Hey, anyone in there?”
The big guy finally looked his way. “What? Sorry, E-Z. My head is still trying to wrap itself around what happened here. I’ve never seen anything like this.”
He laughed. “No one has, I’m sure. I can’t believe how loud you were when you wanted to stop Liam. It looked like the running dog hit an invisible brick wall.”
Butch chuckled, too. “Yeah, I guess I couldn’t have lived with myself if I’d let her dog get shot.”
Ezra turned reflective. “You like her, don’t you?”
Butch answered his earlier question. “A police officer? I guess that would be all right, at least for a while. Are you going to stay here then?”
“No, I can’t stop. I was asking if you wanted to hop off Susan’s Grace in this town. You could become a Saint Charles-ite.” Ezra shifted uneasily. “Saint Charlatan?” He looked at the undercover officer. “What do you call yourselves?”
“I always call us Saint Charles-ians. Not sure there’s a legal term.”
Ezra nodded to the man, then looked back to his buddy. Butch was still glued to Haley up near the front of the cruiser. “You could stay and watch over her.”
Butch then looked into the trunk. “Those are the rifles we used out on the river. I’d much rather have one with a scope, you know? I could have hit that sniper before he got off a second shot. We’ll need them when we get back out on the water.”
“So…you don’t want to be a cop?” he asked, sensing Butch wasn’t quite in the same conversation.
“Not today, no.”
The uniformed officers came over and confirmed what the undercover guy had claimed. The town of St. Charles would no longer confiscate firearms, nor would it cooperate with anyone who tried.
He unslung his rifle and handed it to an officer. “We won’t need these. We took them from Bass Pro when the TKM men shot at other citizens. Since we didn’t pay for them, I’d like to return mine.”
The officer smiled. “Are you sure you guys don’t want to join the force? We’d even let you keep these.”
“Sorry,” Ezra said as Butch handed over his free rifle and picked up Ezra’s AR. “We’ve got prior commitments.”
They passed Haley, noting how she hung her head on the door frame of the car. The man inside had succumbed to his injuries. Butch appeared ready to put his arm on her back, but she spoke without looking at them. “I’ll catch up to you at your boat. Don’t leave without letting me say goodbye.”
An hour later, at the boat, they’d unloaded all their new equipment from the backpacks, including the epoxy for sealing the easy-to-reach bullet holes in the pontoons. A few were left with duct tape coverings only because they were underwater. If he ever managed to get the boat on dry land again, he’d be ready with the easy fix. The other critical item was the canopy tent, which went over the seating and driving area. For the first time since his boat had tipped over, he could protect himself from the sun’s rays.
The river itself had calmed down in the time they’d been away. It wasn’t chock-full of trash and debris anymore, though pieces of junk still floated here and there.
It was dinnertime before Haley showed up at the shoreline.
“I almost missed you guys,” she said, walking closer. She’d changed back into a stretchy pants and top combo that appeared more workout-friendly. Liam was on a new leash, and Victoria was inside a crate she carried. She also wore the little red backpack over one shoulder.
“You look like you’re going on a trip,” Ezra said nonchalantly.
“Thanks for giving me some time. Yesterday, I would have said I’d be happy to never see Xander again. That was my state of mind the past few weeks since our insane breakup. But actually seeing him covered with blood…was difficult.”
“You don’t have to—” Ezra started to say.
She cut in. “I brought you some dinner. It’s the last of my fruit, plus some nuts and super-lean bison burgers. I was hoping you’d take me with you, wherever you’re going.”
“You don’t have to come with us. We’re going to Denver, in fact, to meet my daughter. It’s way too far to take you…”
She patted Liam. “Denver? Yeah, maybe it’s far, but me and the fur babies can make it. Besides, TKM knows I was involved in the shootout. They’ll probably send someone to my house as soon as the police force lets its guard down.”
He looked at Butch, expecting him to already have a space cleared out for the health fanatic. However, the young man only looked over to the woman with a pained expression. As the seconds ticked off, Ezra figured out what was spinning his wheels.
“Haley, you seem like one tough young lady, but it’s going to be extremely dangerous, especially for your little friends. We weren’t joking before. We really were nearly killed by pirates two days ago.”
“We also crashed through a dam,” Butch added, clearly torn between pulling her in or pushing her away.
Haley set the cat crate down. “I know I don’t look like much, but when I’m not protecting these two, I consider myself a capable woman. You teach me how to shoot my shiny new rifle, and I’ll pull my weight in everything else, including pet care. Liam barks when he sees a threat, so that’s a bonus. Plus, it can’t hurt to have three people defending your boat, as opposed to two. What do you do when one of you has to use the bathroom? Or sleep?”
Butch pulled off his hat and wiped his forehead. “I guess I wouldn’t mind if we had one more.”
Haley didn’t wait for Ezra’s approval. She grabbed the crate and did a running jump onto the flat front deck of the pontoon boat. Victoria was placed gently next to the open seat, and she dropped a backpack close by. When she saw both of them looking at it, she answered the question in their eyes. “The pack has food, kitty litter and a travel box. Cats are notoriously bad travel companions. I wasn’t going to mention it until I was on the boat.” She launched into an it’s-all-right smile.
“Welcome aboard,” he said, still unsure if it was a good idea. He was going to turn the bobber key and start the motor, but he found himself curious about what the girl had said earlier in the day. “I have to know. Why did you call him milk jug when we first met?”
The chairs were on swivels, which were appropriate when fishing, or when talking to other passengers. She turned hers sideways, toward him and Butch. She only looked at the cowboy. “It was something stupid I never should have spoken out loud. Basically, I said it because when I first saw you walk across my backyard, I thought you were a tall, cool glass of milk. I guess there was part of me that wanted the whole container. The whole jug of milk.” She smiled sheepishly at Butch. Her teeth appeared brilliant white against her tanned face. “But I didn’t want to explain myself back then ’cause I didn’t want you to think I was buttering you up just to take me to the store.”
She paused for a second. “Plus, if I’m being honest, I was hoping to lead you along, so my ex-boyfriend would get jealous and want to get back together.”
“Seriously?” Butch asked, his lower jaw almost crashing into his lap.
Haley’s laugh was high-pitched and wild, like he’d walked obliviously into her trap. She finally pulled her eyes away from Butch and turned to Ezra. “Oh man, this is too easy. I’m going to have fun with him, aren’t I?”
He laughed good-naturedly at Butch’s expense, who was also smiling. “Yeah, Jebediah Jesse Butcher is a great guy. I couldn’t survive without him. At the same time, we could always use some more laughter on this tub. Welcome to Susan’s Grace.”
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