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To the precarious existence of humans

~~ Day 1 ~~

Sunday, Early April

The Dawn of Darkness



Reverend Jesse Lloyd Newland awoke with a start, his pillow soaked with cold sweat. The shocking vision of what he had just seen was absolutely clear in his mind. Asleep or not, the horrible truth had just been laid upon him.

“It’s upon us!”

His wife turned her head in annoyance. “What?”

Her husband was breathing hard, gasping for air as he stared up at the dimly lit bedroom ceiling. “I’ve ... I’ve truly seen it.”

“Seen what? It’s barely four a.m., Jess. Go back to sleep.” But Kara Newland could hear his labored breathing in the dark. Worried that he might be having a heart attack, she flipped on her bedside light and turned to give him a long worried look. “So, you gonna tell me about it?”

“It’s upon us.”

“I heard that part. What’s upon us?”

“Something ... big. It’s here. Even now.” He slowly sat up in bed.

Kara gave him a pat on the leg. “Love, you just had a bad dream, is all. Do like I do and roll over on your other side. Thoughts will shift in your head and you’ll have different dreams. Better dreams.”

“This was no dream, Kara.”

She let out a sigh. For a big black cuddle-bear of a man, Jess could be so stubborn about the oddest things. “Well ... okay then.” She sat up in bed and fluffed up her pillow to get comfortable. “Tell me about it.”

He wiped the sweat from his brow. “It was ... it was like this multitude of great darkness—beings of darkness, totally ink-black, all around us. They were gathered around us—to watch.”

“Watch? Watch what? Us? Like they’re here now? In our bedroom?”

“No, from space. Outer space. There’s a deep, deep darkness out there.”

“You don’t say. You know, NASA just might want to hear about this particular revelation of yours. Darkness in space? Who woulda thought?”

“Just humor me while I put the pieces together.”

“Hun, at four in the morning this is about all the humor I can possibly put together. So say what you gotta say so we can get back to sleep.”

“We’re being watched.”

“Right. I hear you. Outer space is watching us.”

“No.” His preacher’s voice was deep and serious. “Massive darkness, far away, is watching us. Beings of darkness—unimaginable beings.”

Kara’s urge to laugh was interrupted by a shiver running up her spine. Jesse’s deep voice was a thing you just couldn’t ignore. “Unimaginable beings? Watching us from outer space? Watching you and me? Give me one good reason why this ‘massive darkness’ would want to watch us in the bedroom. It’s not like we’re worth watching in bed these days.”

“Not us. They’re watching Earth, our planet. Because ... it's a birthplace.”

“Earth? A birthplace? That’s it? Are you even listening to yourself? I warned you about bourbon right before bedtime. It’ll mess your head up something fierce while you’re trying to sleep.”

Rev. Newland gave his wife a look like she wasn’t even trying to understand him.

She waited quietly for him to continue, but her thoughts were all about getting this nonsense out of him so she could get back to sleep.

He reached for his eyeglasses. “As I was saying, something is here, right now—being born. On Earth. Something new and dark.”

She couldn’t resist the urge to mock him. “Good Lord. A baby darkness. Right here on Earth.”

“Yes. A growing pool of something ... immensely dark. Something we can neither see nor understand.”

“Darkness? Is that all? You call that a nightmare? Let me tell you, when I dream about someone sneaking around in the house, late at night, coming after me with a knife ... you know, like a great big butcher knife, freshly sharpened with the screech of cold steel on the whetting stone, and me trying not to breathe in a dark closet ... now that’s what I call a nightmare.”

He held her gaze. “Kara, this was no dream. This was real. A vision. An insight into what’s about to happen. I’m telling you this was no dream.”

“Mmm. So, you had the feeling this unknowable darkness is ... evil?”

He shrugged long and slow, his gaze resting on an old hairline crack where the ceiling met the wall.

She glanced at the clock again. “Then it’s a good darkness? Because if it’s good, I say we can rest easy and get back to sleep.”

He shook his head. “It’s a thing to fear in its magnitude. A thing not seen before. What can I say? A thing of power we cannot comprehend. A thing to shatter our world and end us all. Or maybe, something of a dark gift.”

Another shiver ran up her spine. “So ... wait ... End of Days? Like in the Bible? You think this dark thing is the start of Revelation?”

“You know how I feel about the Book of Revelation—all that focus on numbers, the ambiguity of events and such. No, Kara, this is not Revelation. Nothing like Revelation as it’s described in scripture. But somehow this vision still feels like it’ll bring an end to our days. And yet, it also feels like the beginning of days. One thing’s for certain—it’s a thing in motion, a thing that cannot be stopped. As I live and breathe, I’m telling you, it’s here with us now. Kara, it’s happening now. This very day. We are heartbeats away from knowing it—knowing its intentions. And even more troubling, the growing darkness on Earth has already drawn attention beyond us—attention on a cosmic scale.”

She nodded. No more liquor in her house. In the morning, in the bright light of day, she’d lay down the law. But for now? “So what can we do about it?”

He shrugged again. “Pray. Nothing more that I can see for us to do.”

“Fine. Then I’ll start by praying.” She switched off the light. “Praying for some really good dreams. You’d best be doing the same. Last thing you need is a heart attack brought on by cheap bourbon and bad dreams. Do get some sleep, love, for your own sake. Sunday’s your busy day and you need to be on your toes for services.”

Rev. Newland sat quietly in the dark for a long time, his eyeglasses still on his nose as if to help him think things through. He had been given an insight about days to come. It was his to hide, or to share. Should he keep it between the two of them, or share his revelation with his congregation? Each path had its ramifications. Each was a double-edged sword.

But this was no dream. Whatever a true vision was, this had to be it.

An hour later, self-doubt still rode resolutely on one shoulder. It was then that he was reminded of something his abolitionist great-grandmother had told him on a lazy summer’s day while pushing him on a homemade swing under the big tree in the front yard. She was a woman of few words. And as always, her words smacked him like a random brick thrown down on him from a clear blue sky. Her exact words to him that day were, “If you’re gonna die. Die big.” Then, as she always did, she just left it at that.

As a four-year-old boy, he’d wondered what that had to do with swinging under a tree.

But like a brick thrown through time—thrown 50 years ago by his great-grandmother, his self-doubt was vaporized by those words. It seemed only right that Jesse went big—and maybe died big. At the pulpit. For all to see.

Rightly or wrongly, he would trust the courage of his convictions to see him through.

So it was decided. It was decided by his great-grandmother, the only soul he knew who had the power to throw words through time itself.

As he slid his feet into his slippers, he said quietly to Kara, and to himself, “I’m gonna need a bigger church. Much bigger.”



*  *  *



Later that Sunday morning, Kara Newland pulled her husband close to whisper over the organ music at early service. “It’s not too late to change your mind, Jess.”

“My mind’s made up.”

“You know what people will say, don’t you?”

He smiled. “People will say you married a damn fool—seems the likely outcome. But I must share my vision.”

“How about you talk about Job’s vision instead. Talk about Moses and his vision. The Good Book’s full of visions. Talk about one of those, not your own bourbon induced nightmare.”

“Bourbon had no role in what I saw.”

“People will talk.”

“I dearly hope so.” He nodded to the rear of the church. “See that man in the last pew, far right? That’s Martin Parsons from the Savannah Chronicle. I was hoping he’d take me up on the invite.”

Kara gripped his arm. “You invited the press? Have you gone clear out of your mind?”

“I invited reporters from all around. Seems like most had better things to do on a beautiful spring day in Georgia than listen to me ramble on about the coming darkness.”

She pulled him close. “You will lose your church. Do you hear me, Jess? You will lose all of this. These good people will turn their backs on you. Do you hear me?”

“Always, dear Kara. Always.” The Rev. Jesse Newland stood.

The hymn ended and young Talya Jones, the one with the voice of impassioned angelic power, smiled shyly as the congregation shouted her praise.

Rev. Newland leaned down to his wife. “Good woman, put your trust in the Lord. And if you’ve some left over, now’s the time to send it my way.”

He took the pulpit and shook his head. “Talya Jones. My, my. Now there’s a voice to send the angels in heaven back to their choir lessons.” He waited for the laughter and affirmations to quiet down. “An angelic voice if ever there was one. And I dearly hope, a voice to give me strength on this, my most difficult sermon.”

He cleared his throat and removed his glasses. Then he paused a moment to look out at his expectant congregation. “I will not open the Good Book. Not today. I will not summon the Word of Almighty God. Not today. No, good people.” He raised a hand and his voice. “I will dare blaspheme this holy church of ours with a vision I have had, this very morning. A vision many will doubt. A vision I myself ...” he paused to reach out to the space in front of him, “I myself have questioned time and time again since this disturbing revelation was thrust upon me.”

He gazed down at his congregation. “Good people, cover your ears, lest you hear the horrible coming events that were revealed to me. Cover your ears, lest you hear the vile words of the devil, thrust into my mortal brain that troubled night. If I have the Lord within me, or the beast within me—you must judge. You must judge—each and every one of you. God Almighty will judge me in his own good time—of that, I have no doubt. But here today, I stand before you convinced of the truth laid before my very eyes. Horrible truth. Truth of a coming I do not understand. Truth of a coming of such power ... power as to make the most hardened of men weep. Behold my vision!”

Rev. Newland stepped to the side of the pulpit and dropped to his knees. Something the congregation had never seen him do in this church. His eyes were clenched tight. A few tears traced a path down his cheeks.

A hush took them all. This was no revival tent. This was no traveling preacher, raising the fever, healing with fiery words, only to be followed by weak lemonade and a cadre of resolute men with closely watched buckets held out for cash.

No. This was the Rev. Jesse Lloyd Newland. A bit too much of a biblical scholar for his own good. But with just enough insight on Jesus and the meaning behind the scriptures to keep the congregation coming back.

Those in the back stood for a better look.

Rev. Newland held his arms wide, his eyes still shut tight. “A revelation came to me in the dark hours of this morning. A revelation not of the past, or even of the gospels we strive to understand and to live by, day to day. No. A revelation of the future. Coming to pass even now, this very day, even as I speak.”

He let out a long sigh—pained tears welling from his closed eyes. “A powerful blackness is among us. Even now. A blackness dwelling on this earth. I say ‘blackness’ only because I have no other words to describe it. It is truly a deepness, dark and unknowable. Unknowable in its very depth. Is it the unknowable depth of God? Or perhaps the devil himself? I cannot tell. But it is now among us this very day. And we will die.”

His eyes shot open. “Millions will die. Not all of us. I think, perhaps not most of us. But legions of people will soon die. Perhaps the die-off has already begun. This I have seen as a certainty, for the growing darkness has planned this. It has a fearsome power beyond our understanding. It has deep plans far beyond the death of millions. Yet, as it touched me briefly and to my very core, it will touch one more. This was revealed to me.

“Humanity will be forever altered. The life we know will soon be shattered—shattered in incomprehensible ways. For I feel as if we have turned a corner. Mankind now walks through a dark and dangerous alley. We are constricted. Boxed in. There is no turning back. We are at the mercy of powers far beyond our understanding. You and I, the whole of humanity, must now walk this deadly road. As we set foot on the dark path we must walk, as so many millions of us face that unavoidable abyss looming just ahead, I pray that God will show us His light and lead us through this fearsome journey.

“This I have seen. This has been revealed to me by the abyss itself. And in that hard darkness, I searched for God. I reached out my hand to Him. But my hands only felt the cold rushing in, and my eyes only saw the blackest vision unfolding before us.

“If God withholds His hand, I feel He waits for us—waits for us to walk the path. A rite of passage? A show of courage? I don’t—”

He took a sudden breath. “So stone me with your words. Many will. Call me a fool. Many will. Cast me out. I will take your wrath. Yes, and I will hold it close to me, as for comfort—for the wrath of my own people ... that is a thing I can understand. The fear and hatred and sins of my own people ... those too, I can understand.

“But I have only glimpsed this darkness to come. I cannot see the future with any real clarity—only what is growing now in this world, darkness born of this world, planning the deaths of so many ... each life weighed, each death planned on a one-by-one basis.”

He stood, looking calm. “Here are my last words on the subject, so mark them well. There is a coming crisis—a mass dying that starts today, caused by what I can only describe as the Darkest One. Do not fear this as Satan. I do not. And I do not praise this as the Second Coming of our Lord. I see no real Savior in any of this, only a multitude of false prophets.” He held up his hands. “As my great-grandmother might have said with her unexpected words of hard truth, ‘This is the natural destruction of things.’ She truly had a haunting way with words.

“May the Lord’s peace and everlasting love be with each and every one of you.”

Rev. Newland turned and walked out the back door of the church. He walked quickly through the parking lot, trailed by his wife swatting at a few laughing teens. Two questioning reporters hustled after him, followed by a small group of regulars from his congregation.

A brisk walk later, he marched into the home of Mabel Watson, surprising her as she watched April basketball highlights on her old TV in the front room. He swooped up her decanter of sherry from her tea cart and poured her a stout one, followed by the same for himself. Then he held up a hand to hush the crowd pushing its way into Mabel’s home. “I’ll say no more on the subject.” He turned to Mabel, who sat wide-eyed in her rocking chair. “To my dear Mrs. Mabel Watson, soon to become a believer. And to me, Rev. Jesse Lloyd Newland, now a very, very lost sheep.”

He belted his drink back.

Mabel looked him up and down. “A bit early for drinkin’, don’t you think?” She noted the clock on her fireplace mantle. “Shouldn’t you be in church?”

“Just the opposite. The church should be in me.” He poured himself another drink. “In the meantime, may the light keep us all.”

She blinked and looked around the room. “What light?”

Tanzania



There were specks in the sky. Young Benjamin could see the dark specks flutter in the distance and rise in the air, black specks against the big blue afternoon sky, so crisp against the fat white clouds.

Crows? Buzzards? No. Birds didn’t fly straight up. None ever had.

Benjamin ran. There was excitement in the air. This was a day like lightning mixed with sunlight and rainbows. This was a great day because a thing was happening. A thing never seen.

It must be seen!

His feet raced along the narrow dirt road. He glanced behind him, and yes, dust filled his path. He was fast like the cheetah. A small gully was in his path. He leaped it, all grace and strength. He had the gazelle in him, too.

Cresting a slight rise, he saw the amazement above his village. Those three specks were flying up. And up. And up. Three tiny specs, growing smaller as they rose in the clear midday air.

His feet pounded the earth. His heart raced in his young chest. He was missing it! No, he must not miss this thing!

What flew up like that? What fluttered so, but only went up and up?

And as he ran, two more shapes rose up from the village. Fluttering shapes. Glorious twirling shapes. Arms and legs spinning wildly. Clothes fluttering as they rose higher and higher.

People!

People were flying!

He raced faster. And faster still. It was hard to watch the people flying so high and still avoid the stones on the dusty road.

People could fly! His people! This was a thing to always remember. Magic had come to his village. True magic. They would all fly now. If he hurried, he would fly, too. He must fly!

Two hundred meters away from the village, Benjamin could hear the screams. Women were screaming. Such joy!

Another one flew. A man in black jeans and a brown shirt with white stripes. He tumbled as he fell up. Who was that? James?

More screams of joy. People were running around wildly, arms raised. Men, women, and children all screaming, their arms in the air or waving rapidly at each other. They wanted to fly, too. They all wanted to fly!

Benjamin held his arms up as he ran. “Yes! Take me. I want to fly, too. Take me!” He tried leaping as he ran. He knew he could fly. He just knew it!

His mother shot out of the village, racing toward him, screaming like he’d just tried to pet a hyena.

Was he in trouble? Too late for the day of flying?

Before he could ask, his mother tackled him and held him to the ground. “No!” she screamed, crying in his ears. “Oh, God! Not my little Benjamin. Not you. Stay down. Do you hear me? God willing, not you.”

But why not? Benjamin stared up at the people disappearing into the heavens above. He wanted that magic, too.



*  *  *



By end of day, the flying was done. Only a few lucky souls had flown. His mother had let him stand up, but still held him tight. In the village, all the children were taken indoors and held tight.

There was crying coming from many of the homes. Almost everyone was indoors. Benjamin thought it was strange to hear so many people thanking God, and so many crying at the same time. Some men walked around outside, staggering like drunk fools as they carried big rocks and heavy things to keep them from flying.

But why? God was love and wisdom. So why not fly to the heavens above?

Ropes were brought out and tied between buildings and trees. Men worked their way along the ropes, spreading news and checking to learn who had flown and who hadn’t.

Seven had flown—all men.

Was the flying only for men?

In seven years, Benjamin would be fifteen. He’d be a man. If he was good, maybe he would fly then. If he was better than good, maybe he could fly sooner.

But as the brave men visited each building, the news was clearly not the best. John B. was one who had flown. John B. was a bully and a thief. Two old men had also flown. Benjamin hardly knew them. Well, those were old men and they weren’t liked, and his mother had said to stay away from them. Worst of all, the village mayor had flown. He was a pig of a man, known for his lies and his fondness for telling others what to do.

So only the bad ones got to fly? Benjamin thought that was so unfair. The good should fly to heaven, not the bad. Was God confused this particular day?

As the news of the bad ones who got to fly came in, Benjamin’s mother could only say this was God’s plan. But why?

Then came the funny news that the mayor had flown while he was inspecting work on the new school building, so he was now sitting upside down on the ceiling.

That was so funny for Benjamin to imagine. The lying selfish mayor sitting upside down on the ceiling? The new school ceiling? It must be seen, and laughed at. But Benjamin’s mother would not allow him to go outside, or even get near the doorway, or let him look out any windows. Still, it was fun for Benjamin to imagine.

Word came that some thought the mayor should be pushed out and allowed to fly away from earth. He should go the same way as the others, because it was God’s will. They said his fate was to die in outer space as God intended, to meet his fate as God would decide. But other people argued that it was God’s will that he be stuck upside down on the school ceiling, because then he would be a daily lesson to all the students.

So that’s where they left him.

Benjamin thought that was an excellent choice. School would be extra amazing fun.

But mainly he thought it was strange that so many people would do whatever the mayor said when his feet were on the ground—but on the ceiling, the big man was only a joke.

Falling skyward was a wonderful thing. Benjamin smiled to himself. The kids who were bullies would certainly be thinking about an early trip to heaven’s gate.

Maybe soon, the good would fly. They’d be welcomed into heaven that fine day. Welcomed to soar to the light of God.

Then he remembered something his mother had told him, “It is better to live your time on earth. No matter how bad it gets or how much it hurts, live your days. Never seek your own death, no matter how much pain you feel. You know in your soul, heaven will always be there for you, my dear one. So live your days.”

So he should wait for his turn to fly? No matter how long it took?

Benjamin watched from his favorite corner of the room as night came and extra lights were brought out. He watched as his mother and grandmother prepared dinner. And he smiled, knowing this day would never be forgotten. It must be talked about and written down. It must be remembered in the history of the village.

The first day people flew into the sky. No one would forget this day. And he had seen it!

His smile grew into a quiet laugh. Tomorrow would be interesting, too. Surely, he and his friends could start using the new schoolhouse. Yes, they must. They should sing to the mayor every morning—sing new funny songs about him. The laughter would be amazing!

Travel



Paul was enjoying his first time flying in business class. This was so cool. Next to him was his beautiful Laura. The wedding was a blur, but all good. A deluxe honeymoon in Hawaii was only about three hours away. His parents had provided the round-trip tickets from Denver. The food was great, the fresh-baked chocolate chip cookies were to die for, and the champagne was bottomless.

This was the life!

Plus, he was reading Sharks on a Plane on his big new smartphone. Sharks because they were going to Hawaii. On a Plane because it was absurd—just like sitting in big chairs in business class.

So far, the novel’s main characters had just settled in on their 10-hour flight from LA to Tokyo. The sharks hadn’t escaped from the cargo hold yet, but somehow they would, then all hell would break loose. It was all very hokey, but Paul was curious how sharks could survive out of water in the passenger area. Or maybe the passengers would have to go down into the cargo hold to fix something. Or maybe the plane would crash into the ocean so the sharks could eat all the survivors—one by one.

It wasn’t exactly clear why sharks were needed in Tokyo. But whatever was going to happen, it was going to be epic, totally unbelievable, and seriously shocking.

He swiped to the next page just as the man seated in front of him hit the ceiling.

Paul instinctively reached down to fasten his seat belt, but it was still buckled, and there wasn’t any turbulence. He shared a puzzled look with Laura, but a quick glance around the cabin gave the impression of normal flight—and confused passengers.

The man on the ceiling was thrashing around, obviously disoriented and totally confused. “What ... what the hell?” He looked down at the rest of the stunned passengers. From the man’s point of view, they were all riding comfortably in the inverted plane. But was the plane inverted or what it just him? He shook his head. Everything from drinks to magazines to people walking down the aisle told him gravity should be up, not down. He was the one out of sync. “Well don’t just sit there,” he shouted. “Get me the hell down from here!”

Paul already had his seat belt off and was trying to help the guy pinned to the ceiling.

Laura reached out for Paul. “What are you doing? Put your seat belt back on!”

“Yeah, but—”

A flight attendant marched up to them. “What’s going on here?” she demanded.

Paul was pulling on the man’s arm. “I’m trying to get him back down.”

“I can see that—” Her eyes widened as her brain begrudgingly accepted the sight of a man sitting awkwardly on the ceiling and Paul tugging on his arm. “Sir, you’ll have to get down from there.”

He scowled down at her. “Hey, stop acting like a bitch and help me. Get me the hell off of here!”

Paul looked around for some help. A businessman in a nearby aisle seat was tightening his seat belt. Then he shrugged as if to say Paul was on his own.

An athletic guy came up behind Paul, along with a male flight attendant. Then all three men tugged at the man who was now trying to stand upside down on the ceiling.

Together, they were able to pull him down, but he was still inverted.

The first flight attendant wasn’t sure how to grab him, so she only offered advice. “Get him into his seat. Not that way, he’s upside down. Turn him around.”

Paul and the others tried turning him around, but he slipped out of their grasp and hit the ceiling again.

More than a dozen passengers had their cell phones out, grabbing pics and videos of the event. This was even better than airline brutality.

“Hey,” someone shouted. “Just leave him up there.”

“No.” The female flight attendant was determined to maintain order. “It’s against the rules. He must be in his seat with his seat belt securely fastened for ... in the event of unexpected turbulence. We can’t have him loose in the cabin like that. He could become a projectile and a hazard to others. Get him down. Get him back into his seat.”

Paul and the other two men looked at each other a moment, then forcibly pulled the guy off the ceiling, turned him right side up, pushed him hard into his seat, then buckled him down.

One of the pilots was standing a few feet away, taking it all in. He reached out and grabbed a flight attendant’s arm. “Strap him down. Use the restraints.” He turned and made his way back to the cockpit, then closed the door.

The seat belt signs lit up. “The captain has turned on the seat belt sign. Please return to your seats and fasten your seat belts. Immediately!”

Seat belt extensions were used to hold the man’s chest to the back of his seat. Cable ties were used to help keep his legs down, but his arms dangled above his head. His face turned red as blood rushed to his head. But at least he was disoriented enough to stop bitching at people who were trying to help.

Paul got into his seat and leaned close to his bride. “Did you notice his clothes?”

Laura couldn’t believe Paul was interested in clothes more than the freak-out flying event. “Who cares about his clothes?”

“They were hanging down on him. Same with his hair.”

“So what?”

“So his body wanted to be all antigravity, but his clothes and his hair didn’t? Don’t you think that’s weird?”

“Well ... no. Actually, I thought it was weird that he went up in the first place. But you’re somehow worried about his clothes and hair being normal? Now I’m worried about you.”

Paul shook his head. “He flew, and yeah, that’s totally weird. Off the charts weird. But there’s a boundary issue going on. Don’t you see? Parts of him went antigravity, but parts didn’t. It’s a compelling dichotomy. It’s a clue. I need to understand it.”

“Yeah? Well, I’m beginning to think I need to understand you.”

Paul decided to forget the ebook story. This flight had become a lot more interesting than Sharks on a Plane.

On the flight deck, the captain had the option of diverting back to California, or continuing on to Honolulu. San Francisco was a half hour closer, but since sexy Veronica was waiting for him in Hawaii and the restrained passenger wasn’t violent or in immediate medical danger, the decision was easy.

Advising Honolulu of their special-needs passenger was going to be awkward, so the captain left that messy task to his first officer. After all, rank in the cockpit had its privileges.



*  *  *



Charles Lee Adams, Jr. sat in a lounge chair on the pool deck, soaking up some sun and enjoying the tiny bikinis on the teenage girls bouncing in and out of the water. It was easy to imagine them naked. Yes, this was a good reminder why he should do Caribbean cruises more often. If spring break was this good, summer would be even better.

Anyway, his wife and kids certainly enjoyed it.

Next to him, an empty lounge chair was loaded with towels, stuff for the boys, and Jane’s tote which was packed with sunscreen, a couple books from the library on deck 12, extra sunglasses, and who knows what else. Jane was off somewhere, maybe getting another overpriced umbrella drink. Not a big deal, because he pulled down major money—especially now that he’d pushed out his only business partner.

Charles finished his beer, rummaged in the ice bucket for another cold one, and pulled out the last bottle. Maybe Jane was getting him a fresh bucket of beers? Well, knowing her, probably not.

That’s when a blond, sexy, 16-year-old in a tight bikini caught his wandering eye, as that type always did. Except this one reminded him of his sister when she was that age. Not a good thought.

Definitely not a good thought.

That night. Long ago. When he was 17. That night when he’d caught his sister and some doofus making out in the loser’s car in their driveway. He vividly remembered running out of the house and yelling at both of them. Mainly he was furious with her that she’d backed out of her promise to only have sex with him.

Yeah, his hot bitch of a sister was cheating on him. In the family driveway. In the backseat of the loser’s car. Like two stupid shits.

So many words he couldn’t tell anyone, words that he’d yelled at her that night. Words about betraying him. The selfish little bitch.

Charles tried to avoid those memories, but those emotions came flooding back, like it had just happened. So much rage from that night. Rage with his sister for screwing with someone else. Rage when that clown she was with started flipping him off from the back seat. That really set him off.

Then the rage and yelling as he kicked big dents into the fool’s car—yelling for his sister to get the hell out.

But the car doors were locked. They stayed locked.

His sister yelled back at him to stop, tears streaming down her face—knowing she’d feel his wrath sooner or later.

The memory of that night was still fresh. That hot-blooded night.

Flushed with anger, Charles had raced back into the house, calmly loaded up his dad’s pump-action shotgun, putting extra shells in his pockets. Then back in the driveway, he had challenged his sister with it, aiming the shotgun at her through the rear passenger window. Tapping the muzzle on the glass, because he’d do it. Yes, he would.

But she was a defiant little bitch, even if she was flushed with fear. Then Charles decided he’d had enough of her disrespect, so he blew her away with a deafening blast. Then the boyfriend. Because—no witnesses.

Charles vaguely remembered unloading the shotgun into the back seat, blast after blast, until it was a red mess of juvenile bones and meat and broken glass.

Dogs barked that evening, muffled through his messed up hearing.

His ears rang and his head was packed with confusion. But at least he’d enough sense that night to toss the shotgun and spare shells down a nearby storm drain.

Neighbors found Charles standing dazed in the street. Dazed only because he was desperately thinking how he could get out of this. He told them it was a drive-by shooting. He’d seen the carnage and was in shock.

That played well.

He was helped into someone’s house. Offered water. Comforted. The idiot neighbor lady had gotten on her knees in front of him, held his hands, prayed for him—such a horrible tragedy for a young man to witness.

The police arrived.

His parents arrived.

Charles was questioned by the police. Defended by his damn fool parents.

It had been a long night of questions and people in tears. But there were no witnesses, and everyone had believed him. Poor kid. Poor young man who’d just witnessed the brutal killing of his sister.

He had no tears, so clearly everyone knew he was in shock. Grown women had turned away when they’d learned what had just happened. They had tears—tears for such an innocent young man, now burdened by this horrible memory.

Eventually, the questions ended and he was encouraged to get some sleep. But it wasn’t easy. His sister had been such an unfaithful slut.

The shotgun was found early in the morning. Charles was taken in for more questioning. His parents got him a lawyer. But his prints were on the murder weapon, and it was his dad’s gun—not a drive-by shooting, or even a burglary. His story was unraveling, but he could only say he was in shock.

As for a motive—none was ever found.

So at age 17, Charles took his lawyer’s advice and pleaded temporary insanity. The jury believed it because it was the only conceivable reason for a normal kid to kill. The court appointed psychiatrist called it a psychotic break, citing poor grades and hostile teachers as a motivator.

Following the trial, Charles endured 12 long years in a poorly maintained state mental institute. During that time, his parents died in an auto accident with an 18-wheeler. He was finally released because he was deemed sane. The family inheritance was all his. He changed his name and moved far away. Started a company. Married. Had two boys. Told people he didn’t like to think about his past, only that he’d lost his family and didn’t like truckers.

The less said, the better.

Besides, luck was on his side. Who said you couldn’t rape your sister repeatedly, then commit a double murder, and get away with it? Life was seriously on his side.

Charles brushed away the memory of his blond 16-year-old sister. His head was feeling a little buzzed. Probably just the beers, combined with the good feeling of having dodged a major bullet and come up smelling like a rose.

Looking around, he realized he’d lost track of his boys around the pool. They were six and eight, so they could take care of themselves. But where was that sexy blond girl in the tight bikini that reminded him of his sister? His eyes scanned the water slides. He’d love to take her into his mind. Peel off her little yellow bikini.

Jane tapped his arm. “Hey. Can I get you something?”

Charles was tempted to say, “Yeah. A young blond,” but his stomach lurched. He felt a sudden wave of vertigo.

Then nausea. Confusion.

He started to stand up, but that only propelled him up into the air. He dropped his beer. People near him gasped. His wife jumped up onto the deck chair and reached out for him, but it was too late.

Wearing only swim shorts, sandals, and a solid gold watch, Charles Lee Adams, Jr. tumbled slowly as he drifted higher into the warm Caribbean air.

Nauseated and seriously disoriented, he looked down and saw the pool deck, the sun deck, the sports court, the ship. People shouted. Some screamed. A few kids laughed and pointed.

He panicked. Twitched. Thrashed wildly.

The ship’s tall smokestack drifted past him. He reached frantically for it, but it was a full eight yards out of reach.

Tumbling slowly, he took note of the blue sky and puffy white clouds.

This was impossible.

Down below, the white churn of the ship’s propellers drew a straight line from the receding ship to the horizon.

One hundred yards up? Or was it two? The wind of his vertical ascent became noticeable in his ears.

Grasping for ideas, he caught sight of his watch. Almost two in the afternoon. He pulled it off his wrist, thinking it was somehow weighing him down. A symbol of his wealth? Solid gold had suddenly lost its value, so he tossed it and it fell away. He watched as it disappeared into the churn of the ship’s wake.

No salvation.

He continued up. Faster. The wind was now shrill in his ears—and they popped from the pressure change.

What else could he do? Both sandals were already lost.

He thrashed again. His slow rise was becoming a fast free-fall, straight up. Facing up or facing down, it felt like the world had abandoned him. The planet was pushing him away, or backing away like it was revolted by him.

But why? He’d done his time. Twelve years in a state mental ward was no picnic.

He tumbled a few more times in the stiff wind.

Earth, sky.

Earth, sky.

The cruise ship was now a dark speck, still straight on its course. But they’d slow and drop life boats. Yes. Or they’d turn. They’d come back for him. They had to. Yes. They’d rescue him.

But how?

With boats? No, he was in the air. With a harpoon? No. They’d—

They’d what?

The wind was now a hurricane roar. It buffeted his skin and his swimming trunks. He twisted around and his tumble became a stable skydive position—inverted. Belly to the sky.

The air was definitely cooler.

His eyes stung in the wind. What was terminal velocity, anyway? One hundred miles per hour? One fifty? More?

He turned his back to the sky—easier on his eyes. But the receding blue sea was no welcome sight. It was Earth’s kiss goodbye. It was the, “so long and good riddance,” gesture. The ship’s wake was the finger.

So this was it. A done deal.

His thoughts raced, but time still felt like molasses. We all die sooner or later. Better now than when he was old and stuck in some damn hospital bed.

His wife and kids would now have his money. They knew nothing about running a business. They’d sell his company. Even if they screwed up the sale, they’d be set for life. That sucked. He should have divorced her—would have, except for the damn child support. Marriage was a major mistake, except it made him look upstanding. No, he should have planned it better.

The sun and the friction of the rushing wind warmed him, but the higher altitude chilled him.

He would die.

Certainly.

Either the thin freezing air above would kill him, or gravity would return and the three-mile fall into the sea would end him. Fly or fall—same outcome.

Or maybe he could reverse this process. End this insanity. Find religion and settle slowly back to the water. Get rescued. Get rid of his family. Maybe make it look like an accident. Find a young sexy blond. Then move somewhere—somewhere where there was no fucking alimony. And have no kids—especially that part. But he’d live indoors. The cautious life. The well calculated life.

Charles was running out of breath. His head was spinning from lack of oxygen. It hurt.

Deep breaths.

Really deep breaths. Rapid deep breaths.

He was freezing and suffocating. Mostly suffocating.

But the horizon was turning deep blue. Very cosmic.

He turned again to face the heavens, hoping the wind would push more air into his lungs.

The sky was growing so dark. Or maybe it was his shrinking vision. Tunnel vision.

Last chance.

He prayed. Prayed for all he was worth, which was about 18 million bucks in today’s market.

He prayed hard, but none of man’s gods answered his prayers.

And as he saw the blue of day darken to near black, saw millions of stars come into view, he died.

His upward acceleration continued for a long while, then settled into escape velocity. His body’s inertia carried his wide-eyed corpse through the final whips of thin air, and into the deep silence of space.

The sun beckoned him with its gravity, even as it swaddled him in radiation.

Prison Yard



Blackwood Correctional Institution, Ohio. Although spring was just starting to bite into the slush and dirty snow, the sun was out and the air was sharp. It was a good afternoon to be out in the yard.

Mason stood alone, as he often did, soaking in the fresh smells of clean air, mixed with rough city exhaust that said real civilization was near. Just over the hill to the east, a city with vibrant life, real women, and the welcome kiss of freedom.

On the far side of the prison grounds, he watched as several fellow inmates kicked an old soccer ball around. Then twenty yards away, he watched as men took turns using the weights and spotting each other on the bench press. One of the new Latinos walked over to use the weights, but was turned away by the Whites. Officially, gangs were expressly forbidden and no racial segregation was allowed, but the inmates practiced their own rules of who was in the group and who didn’t belong.

So it was a typical exercise period in the yard. Whites were first to get the weights and chin-up bars, and the Blacks controlled the rusting basketball hoop. A few Latinos worked the old soccer ball around an imaginary soccer pitch.

The Blacks would be next to use the weights, and the few Latinos who cared about that sort of thing would push in about 10 minutes before the buzzer sounded.

But with so many men packed into Blackwood, most were happy just to be outdoors in small packs of their friends.

For Mason, it was mostly a breather from the jostling, the stench of the cells, and the crowded common areas inside.

He watched as a flock of six crows took off from some nearby trees and flew overhead. Such freedom to be a bird free from the tyranny of society and cages. But he was surprised when they abruptly scattered, cawing loudly. It reminded him of quail hunting on TV, after the shotgun blast. The blast—then the scatter. But there was no sound except the cawing, and a scuffle behind him.

Mason turned to see the big man on the bench press was kicking wildly while hanging on to his barbell. He was weirdly being lifted off the bench, seemingly feet first. Other men shouted and backed away as someone tried to grab his flailing legs.

A moment later he was hanging upside down, grounded only by his grip on the heavy barbell. Two guards started running over, but by then the big man’s grip had slipped awkwardly to one end of the barbell. Man and barbell drifted slowly upward and out of reach.

Men were shouting. Guards were shoving inmates around to break them up. Whistles were blowing. Across the yard four or five Whites and Latinos were flailing and tumbling skyward. Mason heard shouting and glanced over to see one of the Blacks flying up off the basketball court as another Black hopped around in despair, holding up an empty shoe that was all he could get of his friend.

Sirens blared.

Guards in the towers were now aiming their rifles around, mostly at the flying inmates, unsure about taking the shot. Mason wondered if they needed clearance to open fire.

In front of Mason there was a warning shout. Hands pointed skyward. About 80 yards up in the air, the big man had finally lost his death-grip on the barbell. The space below him cleared just as 240 pounds of iron slammed into the concrete slab that defined the weight lifting area.

Sirens were now blaring. Someone fired a shot, behind Mason, up in a tower. Then another shot rang out.

All hell was breaking loose. Inmates scattered in all directions. Several ran for the first line of fences, but thought better of it and either dropped to the ground or ran back to join the other men.

Someone struck Mason in the arm with a baton. “Move! Back inside! Now!” Everyone was being herded back into the prison building. Inmates were pushed. Some tripped and fell. Those on the ground were hit with batons until they got to their feet and ran—bloodied men yelled and spat blood as they ran to the doors.

Mason tripped. To the side he could see a prison guard being beaten by inmates. Shots were fired. A ricochet of dirt sprayed up from the ground. Two of the inmates crumpled over.

As Mason got to his feet, he saw a guard on the opposite end of the yard lose his footing and cartwheel into the air—a crazy pinwheel of a man spinning skyward. One less boss.

Another guard was rushing at Mason, so he got up and ran like hell for the nearest open door.

Hell had opened up in Ohio. Things were rapidly turning into a full-blown prison riot. Inside the first common area, there were several prisoners rolling around on the ceiling. Everyone was being shoved back into the cells. Apparently it didn’t matter which cell, because the guards shoved a dozen men into one cell and slid the bars closed.

Mason’s cell was on the second floor, so he cut from the group and darted for the stairs. He ran past a guard he knew, raised his hands, and shouted, “I’m going for my cell. Into my cell. No trouble from me.”

In his cell, Mason sat alone on his bunk listening to the men yell at each other. A few minutes later his door was locked. His cell mate hadn’t made it back.

Sporadic shouting continued for hours. Announcements were made about total lockdown. No free time. No regular work shifts. No dinner. No TV. No privileges whatsoever for any inmate.

An hour later, small groups of prisoners were being moved around. Guards were everywhere, and pissed. All shifts were called in. Mason even noticed some black-shirt sheriff’s deputies walking around with riot clubs.

And through it all, the inmates who had wound up stuck on the ceiling shouted to be let down.

Eventually, they were tossed ropes to tie around themselves. After they were hauled down by teams of guards, they were shackled and guided like balloons into cells. That was a weird sight. Mason watched one squad of guards release an inmate into the cell across the way, but the guy just fell to the ceiling and stood up. The guy was holding his arm and yelling that it was broken.

The shouting seemed like it would never end.

Mason sat alone in his cell, wondering what this was all about. Maybe they were under attack? Maybe aliens finally landed on Earth? There was no way to tell.

Later on, rumors were whispered from cell to cell. Mason passed them along, but they made no sense. Something in the water? A military experiment on prisoners?

Every cell in his block had a Bible. Very few were ever opened. Mason found his, started to open it, but decided it was pointless. God, whatever that might be, would just have to sort this all out. What Mason believed, or didn’t believe, was too late to figure out. He knew he was on his own. In fact, if gravity had gone haywire, everyone on the planet was probably on their own.

Yeah, this was really bad. So bad, this might even be the end of everything. God’s way of bringing it all down. The global fuck.

ER



ER Nurse Jane Trundle was having a slow day. Wakefield Hospital near downtown Chicago usually kept her busy, but this afternoon was just one of those lulls. She used those times to put some order back into Ambulance Receiving, but also hated the quiet times because it was like waiting for the other shoe to drop. For her, a lull was more like a bad omen than a chance to put her feet up.

She immediately relaxed when her monitor beeped and showed CFD EMS was on its way. Normalcy had returned.

Except this one was flagged as a leg injury.

She checked the info again. Leg injury? Injury, as in the leg was still attached, and just injured?

EMS never called in the non-critical ones. And even then, they only sent in the basics on life threatening trauma patients and probable DOAs. But a leg injury with no other information? That just never happened.

So she decided to stick the printout on her clipboard and ignore it. She’d assess it when it came in.

Seven minutes later, nurse Trundle watched as four fire department paramedics walked in, forcibly holding a patient down on the stretcher. She checked her charts.

“This is Martin Waxman, the leg injury? What? Is he violent?”

“No, ma’am. Not anymore. But we still have to hold him down.”

“Explain.”

They looked at each other and grinned. “His wife said he was walking upstairs when he slipped and fell ... to the ceiling. Yeah, we thought that was just ... weird. But there he was, lying on the ceiling at the top of the stairs, screaming bloody murder. So we brought up a ladder and pulled him down—not as easy as we thought, because ... he was plastered pretty good to the ceiling. It took four of us just to safely haul him down the stairs, strap him to the stretcher, and get him into the truck.

“Probable fracture of the left fibula, possible sprained left ankle, and lots of hysteria. No initial sign of concussion, or any head or neck injury.

“Oh, and he met the criteria for RSI so he was given a single high dose of Versed, just to get him to stop thrashing. Yeah, he was pretty hysterical.”

Nurse Trundle could see Mr. Waxman was calm and strapped to the stretcher, yet all four men were using their weight to hold him down. “Then why the heavy restraint?”

“Like I said, we found him on the ceiling. I’m guessing you’d like a demonstration.” As they slowly released pressure, they looked at each other and grinned like a bunch of boys up to no good. The stretcher lifted about eight inches off the floor.

Her eyes widened.

“Yeah, ma’am. Now you’re getting the picture.”

“Put him down,” she demanded.

“This is no joke. It’s real, and it’s like nothing we’ve seen before. He’s all yours, but we’re not letting go until you’ve secured him.”

She moved closer to the patient. “Sir, can you hear me?” She put a hand on his stomach. “Are you experiencing any pain?”

Mr. Waxman rolled his eyes. “Aw, shit. Just ... just get me down.”

Nurse Trundle noted his disorientation. “Any abdominal pain? Bloating? Shortness of breath?”

“Get me the hell out of here.”

The paramedic chuckled. “Look, it’s not gas. Because even if his guts were completely filled with helium he wouldn’t be this hard to hold down. Every part of him wants to go straight up—hands, arms, head, everything. That’s why the full restraint.”

“That’s nonsense. We need to get him to X-ray. Transfer him to that gurney.”

“Uh, no ma’am. You’ll need something heavier. Got a hydraulic stretcher? Like that one over there.” He pointed down the hall.

“Fine.” She still thought this was a stupid prank. “Does it really take four of you?”

They looked a bit sheepish “Well, it’s easier that way. And, you know, we’re all kinda curious how you’re gonna handle this one.”

“Like any other admission. And to make it clear, you’re practical joke isn’t appreciated.”

“Like we said, this ain’t no joke.”

“Your grins say otherwise. So transfer him.” She placed his chart on his chest.

“Get me down,” Mr. Waxman demanded. “Just get me the hell down from here. You’re hurting me. I have rights.”

“Yeah, that’s exactly what he was saying when he was pinned to the ceiling. We pulled him down and he still wanted down.”

Nurse Trundle walked over to the ER physician who was checking a little boy’s ribs.

The physician noticed the nurse, but ignored her as she stood near him. He knew she’d interrupt him if it were actually important.

After waiting a moment, she leaned over to him. “I need to consult with you.”

“Just a moment.”

“It’s a code 99.”

He looked up at her. There was no code 99.

“Stat.” She motioned with her head that they should step away for some privacy.

“I’ll be right back,” he said to the boy.

After walking a few yards he stopped and turned to her. “Well?”

“EMS just brought in a man. Possible leg injury.”

The doctor looked annoyed.

She continued. “He was agitated, but now sedated. The leg injury looked minor.”

“So?”

“So, those four paramedics over there are transferring him to a stretcher.”

The ER doctor couldn’t recall four paramedics ever handling a single sedated patient. He assumed the patient was still agitated. “What’s he on?”

“Versed. A single high dose.”

“So what’s the problem? If he needs further sedation I can—”

“No. CFD said they found him on the ceiling. They said he would ... fly straight up if unrestrained.” She held up her hand to stop him from interrupting. “They demonstrated this by relaxing their hold on the stretcher and I actually saw it rise almost a foot off the ground. Naturally, I thought it was a joke.”

“Good diagnosis, nurse. Thanks for sharing it with me.”

She took his arm, which only made him wonder what she was on. “Thirty seconds. That’s all I ask.” She started to march him down the corridor.

“I can walk on my own.”

She released her grip on his arm. “Sorry.”

“Gentlemen,” the doctor said as they approached the paramedics.

The men were all smiles. “Hey, doc. This one ... you’re not gonna believe.”

Another medic smiled. “Yeah. Prepare to have your jaw hit the floor.”

Mr. Waxman struggled weakly. “Get me the hell off this thing.”

One of the medics put a hand on the patient’s shoulder. “Relax, Mr. Waxman. You’re in good hands.”

The paramedics loosened the straps on the ER stretcher. Mr. Waxman’s body rose, pressing tightly against the straps.

The doctor looked under the patient, put his hand under the patient, then he pressed the patient’s arm down a couple times. He checked the patient’s shoulder for muscle tension and exertion, but found none. “Elaborate.”

“It’s no trick, doc.”

“People don’t fly.”

“Yeah. But this one sure does.”

“You’re the ones flying,” Mr. Waxman stated with annoyance. “Not me.”

“You’re definitely not flying. I assure you.” The ER doctor scanned his chart, then checked his leg. “You’ve had a fall. Simple disorientation. We’ll get you into X-ray.” He looked at the nurse. “Nurse, assign an orderly. Two if needed.” He looked at the paramedics. “Next time, keep your pranks out of ER or I’ll file a complaint with your supervisor.”

“Yeah? Spend some time with Mr. Waxman, doc. We sure did. Then you can buy us a beer. And while you’re doing that, you can give us your apology.”

The paramedics walked out. They would have preferred to stay and watch as the hospital staff tried to keep Mr. Waxman steady for x-rays and a CT scan. Plus an MRI and anything else they could think of. But they were certain they’d get their beers.

White House


At the ripe old age of 52, President Stuart Hayden had mastered the aging frat-boy look. Athletic and tanned, but with a shock of pure white hair trimmed short on the sides and flared at the top with soft spikes—the look gave him street cred with the young voters, but also made him the heartthrob of aging cougars.

Politically, he was labeled a loose cannon and was every bit as unpredictable. On Capitol Hill, he had a reputation for swinging either way on major issues, but once his mind was made up there was no stopping him.

Starting with President Truman, the U.S. Secret Service assigned code names to every president. JFK was lancer. Reagan was rawhide. President Stuart Hayden was known appropriately as wrecking ball.

That Sunday afternoon, Wrecking Ball Hayden was in his usual position, reclined comfortably on the plush chair in his small private study just off the Oval Office. With his feet on the big ottoman, a notebook computer in his lap, and stacks of reports on a large end-table—this was his preferred work surface. As a student, he had routinely used his bed as a desk—homework and textbooks spread around him, a coffee pot and clock close to his bed.

As president, his study wasn’t much bigger than his dorm room, and despite the immaculate White House decor, he still kept the clutter of his work packed closely around him.

As far as Hayden was concerned—the smaller the work area, the better. And the more horizontal he was, the better. It was difficult to imagine a world leader or powerful CEO with a smaller working office.

The relatively roomy Oval Office was just for show and for meetings. Like most presidents, he found it perfect for projecting power.

But his tiny study was ideal for actually doing the day to day work.

The floor to ceiling bookshelf behind him was mostly for show, filled with historical classics and biographies he might get around to reading someday.

Hayden’s law degree was prominently displayed on the bookshelf, just above his head. Obtained only four years ago, it compensated for his useless degree in Theatre Arts and three boring years on the assembly line in his father’s auto parts factory, ostensibly learning humility. With no future in sight, he’d switched gears on a whim and entered politics. The path to success was simple enough for Hayden: rile up the voters with his strong opinions, then beat down the opposition with biting jokes in public. So for him, more than 25 years climbing the ropes as an elected official had been natural, and fairly effortless.

The Harvard law degree, was just icing on the cake. Proof that a man avoiding his senior years could still beat sharp young minds at their own game.

It didn’t really matter that he wasn’t near the top of his graduating class. It was still a trophy degree, and it sat well with
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