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A Novel

Heinz Siegfried Pestner

 

Copyright © 2026 Heinz Siegfried Pestner / HSP Content Production. All rights reserved.

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places and incidents are products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events or locations is coincidental.

First edition, 2026.

 

Freely inspired by Solar Storm — The Final Current, the first fully AI-generated disaster film.

 

For everyone who keeps holding on when the sky turns against them.





A NOTE ON THE SCIENCE

The storm in this novel is fiction. The physics is not.

The Sun is not a steady lamp. It is a churning sphere of plasma threaded with magnetic fields, and those fields do not sit still — they twist, tangle, and store energy the way a wound spring stores it. When a tangled field snaps back into a simpler shape, the release is called a solar flare: a burst of radiation across the entire spectrum, from radio waves to X-rays, reaching Earth at the speed of light in about eight minutes. Flares are ranked on a letter scale — A, B, C, M, X — with each letter ten times stronger than the last. The X-class is open-ended: an X10 is ten times an X1, an X20 twice that. The strongest flare of the modern instrumental era, in November 2003, saturated the sensors measuring it; estimates place it near X28 to X45.

A flare is often only the muzzle flash. The bullet is a coronal mass ejection (CME): a billion tons or more of magnetized plasma hurled bodily off the Sun, crossing the 150 million kilometers to Earth in one to three days — or, for the fastest ever recorded, under a day. When a CME’s magnetic field arrives oriented opposite to Earth’s, the two fields connect, and the storm pours its energy into our magnetosphere. That is a geomagnetic storm, and it does its damage not from the sky down but from the ground up.

The mechanism is Faraday’s, from 1831: a changing magnetic field induces electric current in any conductor it sweeps across. During a great storm, the “conductor” is everything long that humanity has built — power lines, pipelines, railway tracks, undersea cables. These geomagnetically induced currents (GICs) are quasi-direct current flowing through systems designed for alternating current, and the machines that suffer most are high-voltage transformers: house-sized, custom-built units that saturate, overheat, and can be destroyed in minutes. Replacement time for a single large transformer is measured in months to years. There is no large standing reserve.

This is not theory. It has happened, at survivable scale, within living memory:


	1859 — the Carrington Event. The strongest geomagnetic storm on record, named for the astronomer who watched the flare through his telescope. Auroras were seen in Cuba and Colombia. The only electrical network of the day — the telegraph — failed spectacularly: operators were shocked at their keys, lines sparked, telegraph paper caught fire, and some stations found they could disconnect their batteries and keep sending on the storm’s current alone. Modern estimates place the associated flare in the X45 range.

	1921 — the New York Railroad Storm. Comparable in strength to Carrington. Telegraph and telephone systems burned in Europe and America; a fire attributed to induced currents destroyed a railroad signal station in New York.

	1989 — Quebec. A far smaller storm collapsed the Hydro-Québec grid in 92 seconds, leaving six million people without power for nine hours in winter, and destroyed a transformer at a New Jersey nuclear plant.

	2003 — the Halloween Storms. Satellites were damaged or lost, astronauts sheltered in the most protected part of the Space Station, airlines rerouted polar flights, and parts of southern Sweden went dark.

	2012 — the near miss. A Carrington-class CME crossed Earth’s orbit — through the exact point our planet had occupied nine days earlier. NASA’s assessment was blunt: had it hit, we would still be repairing the damage years later.



What would a direct hit of that class do to the connected world of today? Sober studies — by the U.S. National Academy of Sciences, Lloyd’s of London, and national infrastructure agencies — converge on the same picture. Widespread transformer damage could black out regions holding tens to hundreds of millions of people, with full restoration taking months to years in the worst-hit corridors, and economic damage in the trillions of dollars. Satellites would be degraded or lost to radiation and to the drag of a storm-heated atmosphere; GPS — which now timestamps power grids, bank transactions, and cell networks — would be unreliable for days. High-frequency radio, the traditional backup, would be blacked out for hours at a time by the disturbed ionosphere. And everything downstream of electricity would begin its own countdown: water pressure, sewage treatment, fuel pumps, refrigeration, hospitals on finite diesel.

The storm would not hurt human bodies directly; the atmosphere and the magnetic field still shield us, as they always have. It would hurt the nervous system we built on top of them.

Two details in this novel deserve honest labeling. An “X45” impacting Earth head-on sits at the extreme edge of what the historical record suggests is possible — a Carrington-class event with modern consequences, compressed for drama into a single terrible day. And no facility quite like RODA, with a protocol quite like Dawn, exists — though grid operators do practice storm response, forecasters at space-weather centers do issue the warnings, and amateur radio operators really are written into emergency communication plans on several continents, precisely because their simple, distributed, analog equipment is what still works when everything else does not.

The last line of defense in every serious study is the same one this story arrives at.

People, organized, holding together.





PROLOGUE — THE SUN OPENS

The first explosion made no sound.

Sound needs air, and between the Sun and the Earth there is only the black, ancient silence of space. But the eruption was violent beyond any human scale. A bright knot twisted inside the Sun’s magnetic field, tightened like a cable under impossible strain, and snapped.

A billion tons of plasma tore free.

The cloud spread outward in a luminous wall — charged particles riding a magnetic field strong enough to bend around a planet. The Solar and Heliospheric Observatory caught eleven seconds of imagery before its sensors saturated: white fire folding over itself, a crown of burning matter, and at the center a darkness where the corona had been ripped open.

Ninety-three million miles away, in a windowless room outside Boulder, Colorado, an alarm began to chime.

Then a second alarm.

Then all of them.

 

Eight minutes later, the light of the eruption reached the Earth. It fell on freeways and playgrounds and hospital parking lots, warm and gold and ordinary, and nobody looked up.

The light was only the messenger.

What followed the messenger was already on its way.





1 — CEREAL FROM THE MIXING BOWL

17 HOURS TO IMPACT

David Hunter woke at 4:40 a.m., eleven minutes before his alarm, because some part of him had been listening all night.

He lay still in the dark and performed the inventory he had performed every morning for twenty years, a habit from another life: his own breathing, Sarah’s breathing beside him, the house around them. Refrigerator compressor cycling in the kitchen. The soft tick of the water heater. A car passing two streets over. All nominal.

Except the light.

The bedroom curtains were pale gray at the edges, and they should not have been. Sunrise was an hour and a half away. David got up without waking Sarah, went to the window, and eased the curtain back.

The sky over the San Gabriels was green.

Not metaphorically green. Green the way a screen is green — thin, luminous curtains hanging above the ridgeline, rippling slowly, shading to a bruised rose at their upper edges. He stood there for a long moment, barefoot on the cold floor, and felt the particular stillness that came over him when a system he was responsible for began behaving outside its documentation.

In the Air Force, they had taught him a phrase for it. Off-nominal indications. Twelve years flying combat search and rescue had taught him the truer version: the world gives you one quiet look at the problem before the sirens start, and what you do with that look is the whole job.

He dressed in the dark, went down to the garage, and began, methodically, to use his look.

The emergency radios came out of the cabinet — three of them, batteries rotated monthly, a discipline Jason mocked and Sarah tolerated and David maintained the way other men maintained cars. He checked each one against the NOAA broadcast. The broadcast was there, but underneath it lay a texture of static he had never heard on that frequency, a frying-bacon hiss that rose and fell in slow waves.

He filled the two water jugs. Checked the camp stove. Topped off Sarah’s car from the reserve can, because her tank was at half and half was a myth, like ideal load.

At 5:35, still in the garage, his phone buzzed. LINDA C. He answered on the first ring, and neither of them said hello.

“You’ve seen the sky,” she said.

“I’m looking at it now.”

“Come in. Come in now, before the freeways understand what’s happening.” A pause, and then, because Linda Carter did not waste words even on mercy, she gave him the shape of it in one sentence. “David, the Sun did something last night that our textbooks say it does once every several hundred years, and it is aimed at us.”

David looked at the green fire over the mountains.

“Give me forty minutes,” he said. “I have to say goodbye to my family.”

“You have to say it well,” Linda said, and hung up, and it was the closest thing to sentiment he had heard from her in nine years.

 

Upstairs, the house was waking into its last ordinary morning, and doing it badly.

Jason was eating cereal from a mixing bowl because every normal bowl in the house was in the dishwasher, and the dishwasher was his job, and he had not done his job.

“That is not a bowl,” his mother said.

“It contains food. Philosophically, it’s a bowl.”

“Your philosophy is why we have no clean dishes.”

Sarah Hunter tied back her hair and stole a sip of coffee on her way past the counter. Navy scrubs, twelve-hour shift ahead, four hours of sleep behind. She moved like someone who had learned to save energy the way other people saved money — nineteen years of nursing had pared her motions down to only the necessary ones, and the effect was of a woman perpetually two seconds ahead of the room.

Jason grinned at her. Seventeen years old, all elbows and appetite, tall enough to look like a man until he moved and gave himself away. He had his mother’s dark eyes and his father’s habit of meeting worry with jokes, and this morning both inheritances were fully deployed, because he had seen the sky too, from his window, at 5 a.m., and had lain awake afterward telling himself it was cool rather than frightening, with incomplete success.

“Sky’s doing a thing,” he said, chewing.

“It’s called weather.”

“It’s called an aurora, Mom. At thirty-four degrees north. That’s not weather, that’s a plot twist.”

Sarah looked out the window, and the small cold thing that had been sitting in her stomach since she woke turned over. She had been married to David Hunter for nineteen years. She knew what the sky was not supposed to do, the way a pilot’s wife knows engine sounds — secondhand, but fluently.

And she knew, when David came in from the garage carrying three emergency radios, exactly what his face meant, because she had seen it four times in nineteen years: the night of the Northridge aftershock, the morning of the refinery fire, the day of Jason’s meningitis scare, and once, long ago, when a phone call had sent him to a crash site in the mountains for three days. It was not fear. It was worse. It was David with the doors of himself methodically closing, one by one, until only the useful rooms were open.

Jason’s smile faded. “How bad?”

David set the first radio on the counter, next to the mixing bowl. “School may close early. Keep this with you.”

“My phone works.”

“It works now.”

Sarah watched her husband. “You’re going underground?”

“Linda called.”

That answered everything. Linda Carter did not call at half past five to chat. In the private weather system of the Hunter household, Linda called was a storm warning of its own.

David set a second radio beside Sarah’s coffee. “Channel four. If the network fails, RODA broadcasts every half hour. On the half hour.”

“St. Vincent has backup generators.”

“For seventy-two hours. Under ideal load.”

“You say things like that because you think I’m not already worried.”

“I say things like that because ideal load is a myth.”

They stood on opposite sides of the kitchen island, arguing with the efficiency of two people who loved each other and had no time for a proper fight. It was an old dance with fixed choreography: he offered engineering, she countered with logistics, and somewhere in the exchange each of them checked the other for cracks and found none, which was the actual point of the dance.

Jason looked from one to the other. “I can stay home.”

“No,” they said together.

He raised both hands. “Great family meeting. Strong consensus.”

“School has a plan, people, and a concrete gym,” David said. “Home has you and a whiteboard. If they release you, you go with the plan, not alone.”

“You realize you’re the only dad in America whose emergency advice is go to school.”

“I’m the only dad in America who’s read the school’s structural report.”

“Of course you are.”

David came around the island, and the joke fell out of the air between them, because he reached across and gripped the back of his son’s neck and pulled him close — forehead to forehead, the way he used to when Jason was small and the thunder scared him, a gesture from an era Jason officially considered closed and unofficially, at this moment, did not.

“If something happens, you don’t cross the city alone. You find shelter. Concrete is good. Underground is better, unless there’s flooding. You stay away from power lines, glass towers, and anything with a transformer on it.”

“Dad—”

“Say it back.”

Jason exhaled. “Concrete good. Underground better. Transformers bad.”

“Water?”

“Drink it before I’m thirsty.”

“People?”

Jason hesitated on that one, because that one was new — added to the catechism this morning, on the walk up from the garage, out of something David had understood while looking at the green sky.

“Stay with people,” David said, quietly. “Whatever else. Alone is the only thing out there that kills you every time.”

“Stay with people,” Jason repeated, and something in the way his father was looking at him made him say it properly, without the grin.

David turned to Sarah. “If the hospital evacuates, go east. The FEMA site at Santa Anita should be active by tonight.”

“And you?”

“I’ll come when Dawn is stable.”

Sarah held his gaze. They both knew what that sentence was hiding, because she had asked him once, years ago, over wine, what Dawn Protocol actually was, and he had thought about his clearances for a moment and then given her the answer that mattered instead of the answer that was classified: It’s the thing I’d stay under a mountain for.

“Hold together,” she said.

It was an old family phrase, born in a thunderstorm when Jason was six. David had sat on the edge of a small bed with a flashlight and a shaking boy and explained that bridges survive wind not by being rigid but by holding together — parts sharing load, flexing without letting go. Jason had whispered it to himself until the storm passed. It had never left the house since. It had become what family mottos become when they are real: shorthand for everything too large to say in a kitchen at six in the morning.

David touched her cheek. “Hold together.”

He picked up the third radio, took his jacket from the hook — the dark RODA field jacket with the patch Jason had once, at nine, believed made his father an astronaut — and walked out into the strange green light.

Sarah watched the door close. Jason watched his mother watch it.

“He’ll be fine,” Jason said. “He’s David Hunter. He alphabetizes disasters.”

“I know.” Sarah picked up the radio, turned it over in her hands, and set it in her bag with more care than the gesture required. “Finish your cereal, philosopher. And run the dishwasher before you leave, or the apocalypse will be the second worst thing that happens to you today.”

Outside, David sat in his car in the driveway for exactly ten seconds before starting it — one last look at the house with the lit kitchen window, one deliberate photograph taken with no camera — and then he backed out and drove east, toward the mountains, under a sky that was already forgetting how mornings were supposed to look.

None of them said the thing they were all thinking.

That the choreography of an ordinary morning — the bowl, the coffee, the argument, the door — is a machine you only notice on the day someone unplugs it.





2 — EIGHT MILES UP

16 HOURS TO IMPACT

Captain Maya Reyes had flown through four hurricanes, two engine failures and one bird strike that had left a dent shaped like Australia in her radome, and in twenty-two years of commercial aviation she had never once seen the Pacific Ocean glow.

It was glowing now.

Far below Transpacific Flight 883, the night sea shimmered with a green so faint it might have been imagination — as if someone had lit a candle behind the water. She noticed it the way she noticed everything at cruise, peripherally, on the endless slow patrol her attention kept across the panel and the sky, and then she noticed herself noticing, which was different, and sat up straighter in the seat.

“Tell me you see that,” said her first officer, Danny Okafor.

“I see it.”

“Is it plankton? Please say plankton.”

Danny was twenty-nine, precise, permanently caffeinated, and the best systems mind she had flown with in a decade — a young man who read aircraft manuals recreationally and had once, on a Sydney layover, corrected a simulator instructor with a page citation, politely, which was worse. Maya had flown with pilots who wore their competence like cologne. Danny wore his like a tool belt. She had put in a word for his upgrade board last month and told him nothing about it.

“It’s not plankton,” she said. “Plankton doesn’t do the sky.”

Because the sky was doing it too. Above them, where there should have been only stars and the hard clean black of forty-one thousand feet, thin curtains of light rippled from horizon to horizon. Red at the edges. Green at the heart. Moving like something breathing.

Danny leaned over the glareshield. “That’s aurora. We’re at twenty-eight degrees north, Maya. Aurora belongs at sixty-five. That’s —” he did the thing he did, which was to stop an adjective and go get a number instead ” — that’s a planetary K-index of eight or nine. Minimum. That’s the top of the scale.”

“When did you last see the ops bulletin?”

“Honolulu. It said ‘elevated solar activity, possible HF degradation.’” He looked at the burning sky. “I’d like to formally state that ‘elevated’ is doing a lot of work.”

Maya ran her scan. Two hundred and sixty souls behind her, eleven hours out of Sydney, six hours from Los Angeles, cruising the long empty middle of the ETOPS chart where the alternates were islands with names like punchlines and the nearest runway was measured in hours. Fuel healthy. Systems green. Everything green.

Everything except the sky, and the radios.

She had been half-hearing it for twenty minutes and now made herself hear it fully: the HF, normally a scratchy party line of position reports and Selcal chimes spanning the whole ocean, had gone strange. Not silent — worse than silent. Oceanic, hissing, with long slow swells of static that rose and fell like surf, and under it, occasionally, voices from impossible distances, ghost-skipping off a boiling ionosphere: a Japanese controller



















