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“Race Through Space is an adventure-themed story complete with wormholes, time warps, and planets worth discovering. Any young adult reader/boy or girl interested in space travel, good and evil forces who are battling for survival, and heroes and heroines will be inspired to pursue this exciting story. This is just the first in a series of books that will keep space mission enthusiasts hooked!”

Sara Woodson 

“My daughter and I love to listen to audio books during our long commute each day. We've listened to a lot of them and Race Through Space was one of our favorites thus far! It is fun and imaginative with great characters and an adventurous story line. I always ask my daughter for her review of each book and she said it's: smart with all the science stuff and really funny! I always like when the children's books we listen to translates to entertainment for adults as well and I also loved this book for the fun science fiction and the humor. If you read (or listen) to books with your child, I highly recommend this book!”

Tara Draper 

“Race though space was an incredible book. Especially if you like sci-fi. I love that it is complete with everything from wormholes, aliens, cool planets good and bad forces that try and survive and attack each other. I took it to school and finished it in 3 days. I recommend this book if you want a page turner!” 

Noah Hawkins (my eleven-year-old cousin) 

"I love the Race Through Space series because I love the character development and the amazing story writing. It's fun because it whisks you away to other worlds. I would highly recommend this book series. "

Dante Hawkins (my twelve year-old kid/Neil)

“Dear Mr. Hawk, I think your outer space story was awesome and you are the greatest author, ever. 

Your friend, Jaxon”

Jaxon (York International Elementary School)
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Federation Research Ship: Otto Year ~ 2050

Dr. Marie Arroway sat on the edge of her bed, staring out of the wall-sized window that looked out onto the orange, glowing disk of light and matter that swirled toward the massive black hole at the heart of the Thaller System. She had a clear view of her impending death.

The Otto had become disabled little more than a week before. All of the ship’s energy reserves were being directed to the oxygen scrubbers and to the engines. Marie didn’t understand the reasoning behind that. If the ship filled with noxious carbon-dioxide gas, then everyone would simply fall asleep and die peacefully. Instead, they will all be fully aware when they are captured by the black hole’s event horizon—the universe’s point of no return.

She thought that they would still be conscious when they are reeled into the black hole and from there, nobody knew what would happen to them. One of her fellow physicists thought that the black hole’s gravity would stretch them so thin that they literally turned into spaghetti noodles. Marie didn’t think that would be the case. She always thought that the black holes were gateways to another universe.

For the first couple of days after the Otto died, Marie kept herself busy by continuing her research. She purposely stayed away from the captain and his officers. She didn’t know the first thing about space ships. At that time, there was still hope that whatever had caused the ship to become disabled would be repaired and that they could leave the Thaller System. After three days, the entire crew was brought together in the cargo bay and told that there was no way to fix the ship. The captain broadcasted a series of distress calls to all of the Federation’s known positions in the universe, until the communication equipment died. There was no way to know if anyone received the call.

At first, a great despair hung over the crew. One of Marie’s colleagues, a recent Federation graduate by the name of Lucas Raynes Jr., became so overcome with hopelessness that he tried to open one of the main doors. Marie was lucky enough to see what he was about to do and secretly signaled the ship’s alarm, sealing all of the doors and windows closed. What she didn’t expect was that the ship didn’t have enough power to unseal itself. Every window was now permanently shut. All of them, except Marie’s window. She didn’t know if it was fate that the heavy, metallic shield didn’t close over her window, or if it was punishment. The bigger the black hole grew in her window, the more she was convinced that she was being punished. 

Marie thought that she lived a good life. She had become a vegetarian around the same time her mom married Dr. Lowell. She always said “please” and “thank you,” and she was always honest, even if the truth was painful to hear. Some people appreciated the honesty. Neil was one of them.

The thought of Neil made her heart hurt. An idea occurred to her. Maybe it was the universe telling her that breaking her best friend’s heart led her to this very spot, trillions of miles away from anyone who loved and cared about her. She wondered when, and if, Neil would ever know that she had died. She wished that there were some way to connect with him. Maybe when she fell asleep, their minds would connect. Like the visions they had when they were kids. She had only connected with Neil once, and it was only for a fraction of a second. Tonight would be a perfect time for them to share a real vision.

Marie’s mind wandered to her folks. She hoped that they would be able to move on with their lives after the initial pain of her death had subsided. Especially since her adopted father was in the middle of his presidential reelection campaign. The last thing she wanted to be was a distraction. 

Marie thought it was a weird thing, to know that you’re not only going to die, but also how and when it was going to happen. In this case, it was her ship that was going to be captured by the black hole 112869’s event horizon in three days. There was no way to escape. Nothing can escape a black hole’s event horizon, not even light. Their only chance at survival was rescue, but she knew that would be as close to a suicide mission as you could get. The Otto was simply too close to the black hole and there wasn’t enough time.

Her mind was a seesaw, balancing her life’s regrets and being overcome with appreciation for a life well-lived. She looked back at where she came from. Seeing how hard her mother had worked to get them out of one of Denver’s rougher neighborhoods, and up to Mountain View. Thankful that Dr. Lowell had become an incredible father to her. Most of all, she was grateful for the best friend that anyone could ask for.

Neil always referred to the day that their little team had announced their findings, as the day the world changed. And he was right, the world did change. Mostly for the better. She became the celebrity that she always dreamed of becoming. She got to travel the world, met all sorts of famous people and she did it all with Neil beside her.

But for Marie, her world changed the day that she met Neil on her first day at Mountain View Middle School. Neil volunteered to be her new-student helper. He showed her where all of her classes were and at lunch they discovered that they each loved Harry Potter books and comic books. That set them apart from the rest of the kids in their class. That was a good day.

Marie missed Neil. That was one of her regrets. She had the chance to spend her life with him. She did love him. But marrying an up-and-coming star in the Federation was a huge task. She had an insatiable lust for knowledge. The rune has been running non-stop for thirty years and new discoveries were still being made every day. There was only one problem the Teva couldn’t solve. What happened inside a black hole. 

Marie had known that she wanted to study black holes ever since she was a kid. When she had a chance to choose between a life as a wife or one as a researcher, there was no competition. Marie remembered the look of hurt and understanding on Neil’s face when she told him. He knew that she would never be happy living the dull Federation life. That was twenty years ago. 

They’d promised to remain friends, but soon their busy lives took them in different directions. Neil received his first orders as a chief mate aboard the Federation Security Ship: Armstrong. She received a grant to study a pulsar in the Filippenko System. They spent one last night together before they went their separate ways. They hit all of their old Mountain View haunts. They ate at Charburger, which was teeming with customers. They went up to the field at the top of the Granby Trail—which had been designated a site of historical importance by the United States government. They laid on a blanket and watched puffy clouds float over the mountains. 

Marie stood up from the bed, grabbed her journal and a pen from the desk. She walked up to the giant window and sat in front. She looked into the roiling, orange glow that swirled around the black hole at nearly the speed of light. The sight was hypnotic. It reminded her of an old friend. 

Marie’s eyes grew heavy. She tried to keep them open, but she was mentally and physically exhausted. Her eyes closed and she had to force them open. When her eyes blinked open, she was no longer staring out of the giant window. She was standing in between Neil and Chris Roemer in front of a raucous audience. She knew this was the moment just after Dr. Webb, who she knew as Mr. Webb, had just unveiled the rune. But this wasn’t a memory. She felt like she was actually back at the planetarium, waving to the crowd.

She turned to see Neil and he stared right back.

“Help me, Neil,” she said before being wakened by an alarm blaring in the hallway outside of her quarters. She was confused and didn’t know if she’d just had a dream, an altered memory, or a vision. But there was no more going to sleep for her. At least not for the foreseeable future. 

She needed to keep her mind occupied, or she was going to go crazy—waiting to die. If she were going to die by a black hole, the least she could do was record why she had devoted her life to them. Marie stood up and went to her desk. She opened the top drawer and pulled out Yyma’s wormhole device. It couldn’t produce a wormhole any longer, but it still took excellent videos. Marie went back to her spot by the window. 

She turned the device on and waited for it to boot-up. After a moment, the menu appeared, and she pulled up the video camera. She took a deep breath, cleared her throat, and turned on the camera. 

“The date is Twenty-Two, September, year Twenty-Fifty. My name is Dr. Marie Arroway from Mountain View, Colorado on the planet Earth. This is my last will and testament, and my life story. If anyone finds this, please make sure that my parents receive it. My father is the President of the United States of North America.”

Marie cleared her throat again and started to choke up. “Mom and Dad, I’m so sorry. I want to thank you for everything. You were the best parents in the universe, and I mean that. I have been all over the place. Mom, thank you so much for pushing me and for reminding me to be humble. You are the strongest person I’ve ever known. Please know that I am not scared, I will not be in pain and that I died doing what I loved to do most.”

“And to Neil, I am so sorry about everything. You are still, to this day, my best friend and I love you. I never properly thanked you for understanding why I couldn’t marry you. Everything that happened after we opened the rune, changed something inside of me. It gave me a purpose and it drove my pursuit of knowledge.”
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Mountain View, Colorado, 2020 

“Ladies and gentlemen of Mountain View, Colorado and the rest of the world, welcome to the future,” said Neil’s father, in front of a full house at the Mountain View Earth and Space Museum. The roaring crowd suddenly went quiet, stunned into silence by the holographic cube hovering above the rune. 

“For the better part of a decade, my late father, Dr. Albert Webb, and I, have been studying wormholes and using them to travel to far-off planets across the universe.” His father paused. “On my last expedition, Dr. Lowell and I planned to travel to a planet named Varillam, located in what is known here on Earth as the galaxy IC 1101, and is the home to a hyper-intelligent race of beings called as the Teva.”

The blue glow coming off the cube illuminated his father’s face, giving him a tired, gaunt look. His father hadn’t taken very good care of himself since returning from Varillam. He had spent the last three months working fifteen, twenty hours every day, as he tried to unlock the rune.

“On our expedition, Dr. Lowell and I became stranded on an alien planet when my wormhole device was damaged, triggering an emergency message. My son, Neil, received the message. He and his friend, Marie Arroway, rescued us. From there, we were able to reach Varillam. The reward for our sacrifice was the object that you see sitting on the podium in front of you. The Teva called it a rune. Contained within the rune, are all of the answers to the universe,” said his father.

There was a low murmur of conversation, and a spattering of laughter in the audience. The clicking sound of cameras filled the auditorium. Neil sensed that there was a sense of disbelief starting to spread throughout the audience, but he knew his dad would give them something to believe in.

“Written on the sides of the holographic cube, in the Teva language, is everything we ever wanted to know about the history of our universe. Every three seconds, the message changes. What’s more, there are layers, upon layers of information contained within each side of the cube. There are images, texts, and sounds. We have only been able to translate a small portion of the first cube. What we’ve deciphered are the coordinates to the Teva’s solar system and a history of their planet. It could take generations, maybe even centuries, to unlock all of the secrets contained within the rune,” said his father.

Dr. Lowell stepped up beside Neil’s father and leaned into the microphone. “The information that’s inside the rune will change the history of our little, blue planet. History and science books will need to be re-written from this day forward,” Dr. Lowell said in a smooth, deep voice. “This is a gift to the world, and to the future of humanity.”

Neil’s father nodded in agreement. “There is still so much work to be done, but we cannot do this alone. Deciphering the information contained within will require the best minds from around the world. We can no longer live in a world of anger, hatred, and war. But rather, we must stand united in the pursuit of exploration and knowledge. Thank you.” 

Dr. Lowell used a pair of tweezers to carefully remove a small chip from the rune’s projector and the cube blinked out. He closed the rune, covered it with a silk sheet and handed the heavy object back to Neil’s father. The two of them wrapped their arms around each other. Neil, Marie, and their friend, Chris Roemer, joined them in a long hug as the press corps hurled questions at them. The publicist, Chuck Grinspoon, went back to the podium.

“We have selected a number of organizations that will have access to both doctors Webb and Lowell. If you have not been selected, we ask that you please exit through the nearest doors. We do, however, hope that you share everything that you have seen and heard here today. Thank you.”

With that, Chuck pointed to the side of the stage, leading everyone back to the staging room nearby. There was a fury of clicks as photographers documented the team leaving the stage. Reporters shouted questions like “Is this for real?” and “How do you know that thing is safe?” 

Chuck locked the door, once they were all inside of the room. They began to hug and congratulate each other. Everything that his father had worked so long for, and that his grandfather had died for, was finally coming true. The best part of it was that they did it together. 

There was a rapid series of knocks on the door at the other end of the room. The publicist pulled out his cellphone, checked the time and put the phone away. He clapped his hands twice, getting everyone’s attention.

“Okay, people. It’s time for our first round of interviews. Dr. Webb, you will be speaking with National Geographic and Dr. Lowell, you will be speaking with The New York Times,” said Chuck.

Marie put her hand in the air, like she was back in Ms. Woodson’s science class. The publicist look confused about what she was doing. “Um, yes?”

“Who do Neil and I get to talk to?” Marie asked.

“Nobody,” Chuck said.

“What do you mean ʻnobodyʼ?” Marie asked in an annoyed tone of voice. “Do you know how many times we’ve almost died? Like three times. In less than a week.”

“Okay, I’ll find someone for you and Neil to talk to,” said Chuck. “There was another series of knocks, this time louder and more urgent. “Hold your horses.”

The publicist opened the door and took a quick step backward just as two men dressed in black suits, walked into the room. They were followed by a man wearing a blue uniform with four silver stars attached to his shoulders. There was a round hat secured tightly between his arm and his chest. The two men in the dark suits stepped aside as the man in the uniform walked over to where Neil’s father and Dr. Lowell stood. Neil traded a curious look with Marie and then looked back at the man in the uniform.

“Don’t worry, I got this,” Marie said with confidence. 

She set off toward the other end of the room where the uniformed man stood, flanked by the two men in the dark suits. Marie stopped directly in front him, clicked her heels together and saluted. The uniformed man’s hard face softened into a thin smile. He sharply raised his right hand and saluted back. 

“Marie Arroway. I am the spokesperson for this expedition,” she said, loudly. “You got any questions, you go through me, capice?”

The man in the uniform was no longer smiling. The stern-looking face had returned. He nodded at Marie as he walked past her, to where Neil’s dad and Dr. Lowell stood. Neil suddenly felt very afraid. He didn’t know a lot about the military, but he knew that four shiny stars meant this guy was kind of a big deal. But why would he be here? The uniformed man stopped in front of his father and Dr. Lowell. Neil walked over and stood behind his father. With the sharpness of a man who had shaken thousands of hands, the man in the uniform shot out a leathery hand.

“Dr. Stephen Webb. Dr. William Lowell, Neil Webb,” the man said, looking down at Neil, before returning his gaze back to Neil’s father. “I am General Nicolas Copper of the United States Air force. We all need to have a little talk. Is there someplace where we can all sit and chat for a moment?”

“Can I ask what this is about?” asked his father.

“You can,” the general said. “But I won’t answer you until we’re all together in a space where nobody can hear us talking. Once we find that place, I will tell you everything you need to know.”

Marie came back over to where the rest of the group stood. She clapped Neil on the back, grabbed Chris Roemer’s hand and started walking out of the room, flashing a peace sign as she went. “We’re outta here. Neil, call me later. See you at home, Mom.”

The two men in dark suits came together to block the door. Marie snapped her leg out, crossed her arms and raised her right eyebrow. Neil had seen that expression only one other time and knew that Marie was about to erupt. He actually felt a little sorry for what was about to happen to the men if they didn’t let her go. 

“Listen here,” Marie started. A vein bulged in the center of her forehead. “In, like, three months, I have faced about a hundred Daro warriors, a whole army of State fighters, some scary bat thing and my mom. A couple of dudes in suits don’t scare me.”

Marie stepped up to the suited man closest to her. She squinted her eyes, pointed a long, sharp finger at him and said, “Move.” 

“Ms. Arroway,” called the general. “Young lady, I can appreciate everything you’ve been through. I really can. I also have a feeling that you have the wrong impression of why I am here today and why we need to keep our conversation secret.”

“Is it the Russians?” Marie asked the general, in a whisper.

“No, young lady. It is the not the Russians. In fact, the Russian space agency, the Roscosmos, has been working with us on a little problem that cropped up less than twenty-four hours ago. Now, how about that quiet room?”
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Everyone was crammed into Neil’s father’s office at the Mountain View Earth and Space Museum. It looked just like it had at the beginning of the summer, when he found the handwritten note from his father, directing him to his grandfather’s mountain lab. General Copper stood behind his father’s desk chair. To make room, the two other chairs and the globe of Mars were dragged out to hallway. Neil, Marie, and Chris Roemer stood against the bookshelves. Neil’s father, mother, Dr. Lowell, and Ms. Arroway stood in front of the desk. The two dark-suited men left the room, closing the door behind them.

“Can you please tell us what’s going on?” his father asked. “We have a lot of people waiting for us downstairs.”  

“I’m afraid all of your interviews will have to be rescheduled,” the general said, without emotion. “We need your attention on something more pressing at this time.”

“You can’t just do that, you know,” said Dr. Lowell. “We need to start telling people about our discoveries. Whatever you have can’t be more important than what we—what Stephen—has discovered.”

“Want to place a bet on that?” General Copper said. The room went silent. After several long, uncomfortable seconds, the general licked his lips and spoke.

“Dr. Webb, NASA has been following your research for the last seven years—”

“How?” His father interrupted.

“Dr. Webb, your wormhole machine puts outs a pretty specific energy signature. Astronomers at the SETI observatory in New Mexico started detecting high bursts of x-rays with their radio telescopes and they were mighty confused. The bursts of energy weren’t coming from space. They were coming from the Earth, and not just that. It was coming from somewhere nearby.

“At this point, the Air Force and NASA were made aware of these x-ray bursts, and we were able to pinpoint where they were coming from,” the general said.

“My lab,” his father said.

“Exactly. Once we knew where the bursts came from, we sent a satellite overhead and found your lab. There was a lot of discussion as to what you were doing up there. So, we began to monitor the lab and your career. It didn’t seem like you were up to anything nefarious, but we still had no idea why you needed so much energy. Then, you put your book out. I thoroughly enjoyed that, by the way.”

“Thank you. I guess,” said Neil’s father.

“I know you got a lot of grief for that book, but it actually answered many of our questions. Then, three months ago, there were a series of the x-ray bursts. Two from Colorado, and one from near the LIGO observatory in Louisiana. We detected several more bursts over the course of the next two weeks.”

“That was Marie and me bringing the Tryan search team to Earth,” Neil said. Everyone’s heads turned toward him, and he wished he hadn’t said anything.

“We’ll unwrap that statement at a later date and time,” the general said, flatly. “There were a few more bursts and then everything went quiet. For three months, there wasn’t so much as a peep from up here. And then, we detected another series of bursts.”

“Is that when you guys came to get me?” Chris Roemer whispered in Neil’s ear. 

Neil nodded.

“And then, exactly twenty-four hours ago, we received an incredible burst of energy, very different than the x-rays we had been detecting. These were gamma rays, and it most certainly came from your lab, Dr. Webb. Ten hours later, there was another burst of energy.”

“Twenty-four hours ago, was when we first opened the rune,” Dr. Lowell said. “I remember that because it knocked out all the power to the lab and everything went dark. But fourteen hours ago, we were all asleep.”

“So, where did the other burst come from?” asked Neil’s father.

“And that is why I am here. Twenty-four hours ago we recorded a gamma burst identical to the one we detected at your Mountain View lab,” said General Copper

“Where on Earth?” his father asked.

“That’s the funny thing, Dr. Webb,” said the general. “This burst came from beyond the Oort cloud.” 

“What’s that?” Chris Roamer whispered again into Neil’s ear.

“A cloud of asteroids that are out past Pluto,” Neil whispered back.

“How can that be?” asked Dr. Lowell. 

The general reached into his jacket and pulled out a large, tan envelope that had been folded in half. He opened the top of the envelope, pulled out a glossy piece of paper and laid it down on the desk. There was a gasp from all of the adults that surrounded the desk. Neil couldn’t help it and he took a long step forward. He had to stand on his tippy-toes just to see over Dr. Lowell’s shoulder. On the desk was a black and white photograph. In the center of the photograph was a solid, black object that looked like an upside-down Vee. It looked like a shadow against the rest of the background. 

“What the...” Marie started.

“We are calling that object The Chevron,” said the general. “That thing appeared just outside the Oort cloud. We used the Hubble Space Telescope to image the object.”

“How is that possible?” asked Dr. Lowell. “For the Hubble to take an image like that, the object would have to be enormous. Like the size of a city.”

“That is correct,” said the general. “We think it’s roughly the size of Fresno, California.”

“What is it?” asked Ms. Arroway.

“We’re not one hundred percent sure. We’re pretty sure that it’s not natural.”

“Why do you think that?” asked Neil.

“Every three seconds, it sends out another pulse of gamma waves. You know what else pulses every three seconds?”

“The rune,” Neil said.  

“The rune,” Marie said at the same time.

“Correct,” said the general. “Let me cut to the chase. That thing has started coming our way. We don’t know where it came from, or why it seems to be attracted to the rune.”

“Are you saying that we brought something here when we opened the rune?” asked Neil’s father.

“We’re not sure about that. But it seems pretty likely,” the general replied.

“We don’t know if they’re hostile,” said Dr. Lowell. “We just graduated to a different rung of the evolutionary ladder. Maybe whatever’s in there, wants to make contact. You know, welcome us to the future.”

“That very well may be,” said the general. “But we also have to be prepared for the possibility that whatever that object is, wishes to do us harm. That’s where you come in.”

“We’ll help any way we can,” said Neil’s father.

“That’s good, because there are a few things you need to start doing immediately. First, you cannot open that rune for any reason,” General Copper said, holding out a meaty thumb. “Next you will not use your wormhole devices. Any of the five of them that you possess, or the prototype you are working on.”

“How do you know all of this?” asked Neil’s father.

“Last,” the general said, ignoring the question, “Dr. Webb and Dr. Lowell, you will be accompanying me to the NORAD facility, located underneath Cheyenne Mountain in Colorado Springs.”

“I’m sorry, but I’ll need to contact our lawyer before agreeing to go anywhere with you,” said Dr. Lowell.

“I completely understand that, and that is your right. But that object has just passed Jupiter and there is no guarantee that it will slow down. At this rate, it will be here in less than a day. We have no time to waste.”

“I see,” said Dr. Lowell. 

“When we get there, you will upload your RALPH A.I. program onto our computer and we’ll try to make contact. If that doesn’t work, you will use your wormhole device and remove the rune from our planet.”

“We can’t leave the rune,” said Dr. Lowell. “It’s the most valuable object on our planet.”

“Well then,” the general said, staring into Dr. Lowell’s eyes, “you’d better hope we can make contact.”
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Neil watched as a Blackhawk helicopter that contained his father and Dr. Lowell, lifted into the air. Marie stood on one side, and Chris Roemer stood on the other. His mom and Marie’s mom stood behind them. Neil squeezed Marie’s hand as the helicopter faded into the distance. They all silently turned and filed back into the small room, inside of the museum.

Neil felt helpless, and scared. He was sure that nothing would happen to his dad, or to Dr. Lowell, but he hoped that he hadn’t just seen his father for the last time. Neil’s mother came up behind him and wrapped her arms around his chest. He could feel his unborn sister moving around his mother’s tummy. 

“Can we get outta here?” Marie asked.

The publicist talked loudly into his phone, while pacing at the other end of the room. “In a helicopter, Bill. That’s what I just said. Okay. Bye.”

He tapped the screen of the phone to end the call and walked over to where Neil stood with his mother. “There is a driver waiting for you outside. He’s going to take you back to the Devil’s Thumb Ranch. The entire hotel has been rented out just for you, courtesy of Dr. Lowell’s production company.”

“Why can’t we go home?” asked Marie.

“Apparently, when the news agencies got wind that your Dr. Webb and Dr. Lowell had been taken away, they left the museum and went straight over to your houses,” said the publicist. “That includes yours, Mr. Roemer.”

Neil heard Chris Roemer groan behind him. There was a light knock on the door that led to the auditorium. Chuck rolled his eyes and muttered, “What now?” as he stormed over to the door. He opened it just a crack at first, and then wider to let Chris Roemers’ mother enter the room and join them. 

The publicist walked around the rest of the group, looked at his phone and opened the door leading outside. A pair of long, black SUVs waited next to the curb. He motioned for everyone to head back outside. Neil and his mother were the first to walk out the door. Neil looked over to the field where his father had departed just minutes before. There was still an impression in the dirt, where the helicopter had sat. Something bright popped in his vision, followed by hundreds of bright flashes. That was when he noticed that at least a dozen photographers were snapping pictures of him from behind a line of caution tape. Several news reporters shouted out questions.

“Neil, why was your father taken away?” asked a woman with long, black hair as she held her microphone toward Neil.

He opened his mouth and was about to answer when Chuck whispered into his ear, “Don’t answer any questions.”

Neil, his mother, and Chuck jumped into the leading SUV. Neil was about to close the door when Marie popped her hand in. 

“I’m coming with you,” she said, climbing into the back seat. 

The driver slipped into his seat and headed out the museum’s parking lot onto an open road that wound through the Colorado Rocky Mountains. The snowstorm from just a couple days before had intensified the colors along the landscape. The pine trees had become a deep, forest green. The sky was crystalline, and blue. The mountain peaks glowed white as the sun reflected off the cover of fresh snow. A call came through to the SUV’s speakers. The driver tapped the incoming call on his radio screen.

“Whatcha got?” asked the driver. 

“We have company,” said a raspy voice through the speakers.

“Copy,” said the driver.

Neil turned to look back, through the heavily tinted windows, but he couldn’t see a thing. The road took a looping curve to the right, and that was when Neil saw a trail of cars, news vans and satellite trucks, following behind them. His mouth dropped open.

“Now that’s crazy,” Marie said, as they watched the line of cars out of the back window. 

“It’s unbelievable,” Neil said. “This is it.”

“What’s it?” Marie asked.

“Everything has changed,” he replied. 

“Ain’t that the truth,” Marie said, sliding back into her seat. 

The SUV slowed down as it approached the gate to the hotel. There were two other SUVs parked in front of the gate. They were waved through by a pair Colorado State Patrol officers. The driver of the SUV passed through the gate and around to the back entrance of the Devil’s Thumb Ranch. Charlotte, the blonde woman in cat’s eye glasses from the museum, was already waiting for them. 

Everyone piled out of their SUVs. Charlotte escorted them to the large dining room where, just the night before, they had celebrated their discovery. A spread of meats, cheeses and fruits had been set out for them.

“Yes. Food,” Marie said, brushing past Neil on her way to the meat trays. 

Neil wasn’t feeling too hungry. He was worried about his father, and Dr. Lowell. Furthermore, he was worried about the line of reporters just outside the gates, waiting to catch a glimpse of him. Most of all, he was worried that he wasn’t prepared for this moment. He and Marie had talked for hours, about what it was going to be like once they opened the rune. Now that it was happening, a part of him was terrified. 

Neil grabbed a glass of water, down it and refilled the glass. The room felt like it had heated up around him. He had never had an anxiety attack but felt sure this must be what it felt like. 

“Dude, what are you so worried about?” asked Marie through a mouthful of cold cuts. “We’ll figure it out.”

Neil started to feel a little better when he heard his best friend’s words. She was right, as
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