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        A Threat from Above

      

      

      
        
        While enjoying a romantic Summer Solstice concert, Kath and Macie catch sight of a peculiar sky.

      

        

      
        One that quickly turns sinister.

      

        

      
        Things only get stranger from there.

      

        

      
        Will they manage to escape, or will the longest day turn into their last day?

      

      

      

      Part of Summer Solstice, an Uncollected Anthology

    

  


  
    
      For the weather gods

      who surrounded us with heat lightning

      during an unforgettable concert
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      I was at a Summer Solstice concert with my girlfriend the night our whole world changed forever.

      If you live near a city, you might know the kind of outdoor venue we were in. Not one of those concrete monstrosities with rotten sound, meant for easy cleanup after a bunch of dumb kids drinking to excess with fake IDs banged their heads to so-called music that didn’t need decent speakers as long as they were painfully loud.

      Sure, I spent plenty of time at those places when I was one of those dumb kids in my twenties and thirties. Got the mosh-pit scars and slight hearing loss to prove it, too. And plenty of memories of waking up the next morning covered in bruises with a monster hangover.

      I smartened up after that. A lot. But damn, those were some unforgettable shows.

      Anyway, that evening I’d taken Macie to a very nice classical music event, thank you very much, featuring our fair city’s world-class orchestra with a passel of guest soloists and vocalists.

      Treat Your Ears on the Longest Day of the Year, they called it. Kinda cheesy, I know, but they really were good. Even to this middle-aged survivor of the grunge wars of the 1990s.

      The concert was the best show in town, since just about every other outdoor space was hosting some kind of New Age woo event or other, focused on singing or drumming or meditating the sun to rest or something equally weird. At least to my skeptical point of view.

      And the acoustics at the Muny were spectacular, even way back on the vast stretch of the lawn behind the main seating area. Macie loved bringing in our rolling cooler packed full of fancy foods we hardly ever ate at home, maybe because it was too expensive and fussy, and treating ourselves to a real feast under the stars no matter who was playing.

      Stuffed grape leaves, high-end cheeses, and thick, delicious crackers a hell of a long way away from a sleeve of saltines. Sandwiches wrapped in colorful paper and loaded up with meats and toppings you could only get at the really good deli downtown. Plump, juicy grapes and cherries, fresh figs, and all kinds of chocolates and couple-sized decorated cakes.

      And a different bottle of wine to pair with everything.

      My cheap-beer days might have been long behind me, but I still knew how to have a good time and treat my lady right.

      We’d spread out the softest red-and-black-checked picnic blanket you’ve ever seen, deposit our backsides on ergonomic cushions we’d strapped to the top of the cooler, and enjoy music so sweet and clear we didn’t need the earplugs I always used during my bad old days.

      I figure I’d have a hell of a lot worse than a little hearing loss if it hadn’t been for those tiny foam cylinders.

      The Muny sounds so great partly because of the way everything is built and tucked into a natural curving depression in the landscape. Rumor was it had been a gathering place a long time before anything like electricity and modern sound systems came on the scene.

      Instead of a chunk of concrete slapped over a concrete seating area, which sends every note caroming and echoing and colliding in the worst possible way, the roof and the seats are made of wood.

      And not just straight slabs of wood for the roof, either. This is sculpted and curved in waves out and up toward the lawn, so it looks like a gigantic flower turned upside down and tilted toward you. They used all different colors of wood, too, and polished the whole thing until it’s flat-out gorgeous.

      They also had a big wrap-around screen behind the stage, since they put on operas and have rock shows out there. For the orchestra that evening, they were showing a bunch of city scenes of where each composer was from.

      Crystal clear, more like a window than anything coming through a projector, even with the sun lingering forever in the sky.

      Then whole thing was set against a bunch of trees all around us to emphasize the natural shape and make everything that much more perfect, especially when all the leaves were on and it looked like a thick velvet curtain of green.

      And I kid you not, no matter where you sit, under the roof or on any part of the lawn, the music sounds like you’ve got a whole room full of the best speakers any amount of money can buy.

      Not a trace of distortion or feedback, and not a trace of an aching head the next day, either.

      On that June night, the air was warm, but nowhere near the muggy nightmare we expected as summer really got itself organized to beat us down. As in t-shirts and short sleeves felt amazing, especially when the early evening breeze drifted by, bringing the aroma of someone’s grill and a bunch of flowers blooming somewhere nearby.

      And that breeze was cool enough that I could sit there snuggled up with my girl, enjoying a little Debussy and Mozart and Beethoven, drinking a little wine, nibbling on chocolate-covered strawberries so ripe that I had to eat quick to keep the juice from decorating my crossed legs.

      There wasn’t a trace of thunder to interrupt the music, and no chance of rain until a couple of hours after the concert was over. We could see clouds stacking up in the distance behind the trees, but far enough off that the blue bursts of heat lightning only added to the atmosphere with their own incredible light show.

      Pretty damn close to paradise, in other words.

      With no idea that we were about to lead the way in facing down the bizarre things that rode that heat lightning, and most importantly, that I’d get my chance to become Macie’s hero, hopefully now and forever. She’s been mine for a long time, but that night certainly turned up my already high levels of admiration.

      The first sign I really had that something weird was happening was when the clouds and the heat lightning kept getting closer, but we still didn’t hear any thunder. Just those piled up fluffs of cotton electrified from the inside. I was sure our luck was going to run out, and we’d end up drag-assing ourselves back to the car through ankle-deep puddles and sideways rain, or maybe even hail.

      But the only thing that happened was the clouds...

      Well, I hate to go all Biblical and Red Sea, but they parted. They divided themselves in two and moved right around the Muny, as if we were riding on the front of a gigantic boat and cutting through the waves.

      The strangest thing, at least right then, was nothing changed in front of us.

      The flashing in the clouds never shifted, like you’d expect if the storm really was moving past us. In fact, the clouds kept building up higher out there, until I had to crane my neck to see the top of them.

      By then, I wasn’t the only one in the crowd looking around instead of concentrating on the music and the videos. I’d been real caught up in a bunch of gorgeous scenes from Austria, Germany, and France before that.

      But I couldn’t look away from the light show on all three sides of us.

      And still not a single thunderclap or stray breeze.

      I’m not ashamed to admit I jumped about a foot when Macie grabbed my arm.

      “Those clouds look strange to you, Kath?”

      “Yeah, you could say that. I’ve never seen a storm surround a place before. Even the eye of a hurricane moves. But it’s still not thundering or anything, so I think we should be fine.”

      She gazed around herself, leaning closer to me. She’d worn one of those loose, flowy blouses I liked so much, and even in the seemingly endless twilight, the dark blue made her eyes light up. Her girlyness is a fantastic match to my jeans-and-t-shirt aesthetic.

      “I guess so,” she said, her voice positively drowning in doubt. “It’s not like the temperature dropped or anything. Does make me wonder if Skyler was right about weird energy in the air tonight.”

      That brought another Weird Nineties hangover in the person of my cousin Skyler, who’d actually been the one to introduce me to Macie several years ago. Back when it seemed like we’d all dabbled in the kind of New Age oddities going on that night with the solstice drumming circles and dance rituals and smudge-stick parties all around us.

      Macie and I were no exceptions back then, but we’d both given it up long before the turn of the century.

      Skyler had indeed shivered when we’d mentioned going out instead of staying home, suggesting we should bring along some kind of amulet for protection.

      “Maybe we should have let her give us one of her charmed pendants after all,” I said, doing my best to keep my voice light. Macie laughing along with me helped more than I wanted to admit with my uneasiness.

      She laid her head on my shoulder for a few seconds and sighed, giving every impression that she was determined to ignore the pyrotechnics and focus on the concert again.

      I did my best to do the same.

      Until I couldn’t stand it anymore, and I glanced over my shoulder.

      Now the clouds had filled in behind us, too.

      And they weren’t just drifting like they had been, like an odd but typical wind could account for their unusual behavior.

      Now every time the lights strobed, I couldn’t pretend I didn’t see that the clouds seemed to be boiling.

      Not from the bottom either, like you’d see on a stove if you were using some kind of transparent pot.

      No, these were boiling from the top down, like pouring milk into a gigantic glass bathtub.

      “I don’t care if we get rain or lightning or anything else,” Macie said. “There’s nothing normal about whatever’s going on out there now. Would you be furious with me if I think we should head home early?”

      I wanted to jump to my feet—as well as I could jump with achy mosh-pit-abused knees, anyway—and maybe even leave our cooler as a casualty so we could vacate the premises sooner. But I played the concerned but serious girlfriend for as long as I could stand to.

      “You sure, Mace? I know you’ve been looking forward to this.”

      She frowned and shook her head.

      “I was looking forward to the music and spending time with you, and that’s been better than even I expected. But none of that included sitting here while some crazy special-effects thunderstorm takes us out. Anyway, looks like the roads are about to get crowded.”

      She was right. There wasn’t a big crush like there would be when the show was officially over, but a steady stream was trickling toward the exits.

      If we didn’t join them, and soon, we might figure out what was about to happen stuck in a mass of unmoving vehicles on overcrowded roads and even more trapped than we were now.

      In theory, I supposed we could hike out if we had to, and walk right past the jammed up streets.

      Assuming anyone or anything could actually get past the walls of high-voltage boiling sky-bound dairy product that showed no signs of clearing up.

      “Yeah, let’s get out of here.”

      I opened the cooler and shoved everything inside in a jumble, which I normally would never do since cleanup was my responsibility. Macie packed, I unpacked.

      But I didn’t care just then about
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