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Prologue

At 1:09 AM Pacific Daylight Time on 21 Jun, an unusually large coronal mass ejection interacted with the Earth’s magnetosphere.

Hours earlier...
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It was a typical day at the office. I was sitting in a conference room with twelve other guys watching a presentation on Q3 strategies, stifling a yawn seemingly every twelve seconds. Looking around the room, the feeling seemed widespread. That dope Ian, standing there with his slideshow, was a black hole of charisma, blandly ratting off projections and figures at length. As soon as the presentation was done, we all applauded politely, then filtered out, murmuring to one another about what a pointless waste of two and a half hours that had been. In my role as the Director of Finance, it was my responsibility to be up on these things, but I preferred to keep my understanding high level – hands off, I let guys like Ian take the reins and get in the weeds.

I was not looking forward to my last meeting for the day: some woman in Marketing, Jenn, was going to pitch me on increasing the budget for social. These chicks always wanted to push the idea that social media marketing was he be-all and end-all, the difference maker of brand awareness. I didn’t personally care, but I had two very good reasons to stay for the meeting. The marketing chicks were all stacked. They knew that to get ahead in business they had to look good, so I was always happy to meet with them. I played along, feigned interest and told them we’d see what we could do, and then showed them the door, making sure to watch as they walked away.

This girl Jenn was Exhibit ‘A.’ I don’t know what sorority they got her from, but she knew exactly how to work it: tight light gray sweater accentuating her ta-tas but still keeping her appearance professional, with a black skirt and nylons up her legs. She had big full pouty red “fuck me” lips that made it hard for me to focus on what words were coming out of them, and her hair pulled tightly back, just begging to be taken down. She stood before me and delivered her presentation, and I admit her voice was a lot more pleasant to listen to than Ian’s – and she might even have been smarter, too, for all I know – but I spent the entire hour paying more attention to her body than her words.

I gave her the metaphorical pat on the head, then sent her away. I leaned back in my office chair and dreamed of a simpler time, when guys like me used to have their pick of the office girls: a hot babe like that would spend her days typing, answering phones and getting coffee, and call that a career. Now they “wanted it all,” most of all respectability, which meant not only would she shoot me down if I tried to sleep with her, but I could even get sued. What kind of a sick joke is that?

It was nearly 6:00 and I was getting ready to take off, when the phone rang. One of our associates in Tokyo needed me to throw my weight in on a logistical issue that was holding up one of the biggest deals we had in play. I ended up on the phone for three hours, tapping out e-mails with Koichi Electronics and Dimatsu Shipping until my head started to throb. Finally, the deal was done and I packed up. I went down to the garage, got in my Lexus, and turned the ignition. I felt a tightness in my chest, so before I left the parking lot, I opened my briefcase and pulled out one of the pills my Doc gave me for my angina. I dry-swallowed the thing, wiped the sweat off my clean-shaven head, and waited a few minutes for the episode to subside.

The drive home was an hour and ten minutes, and I was sweating through my shirt by the time I got there. All I wanted was to had down to the Man Cave for a brew and put my feet up, but there was no such luck. The wife was hosting a Birthday party for her sister, so the place was full. Since it was a summer night, everyone was out in the backyard, and I hoped I could sneak in and hide out in the basement without anyone seeing me but no luck: Mags spotted me, like she’d been waiting all night for me to show my face.

“Where have you been?” she hissed, as if she didn’t already know the answer.

“I was at the office, there was a crisis,” I shrugged, irritated at her tone.

“There’s always a crisis, how convenient,” she moaned. “Go wish Lara a happy birthday. And say hi to the kids, it’s almost bedtime and they’ve barely seen you all week.”

“They can see me tomorrow,” I shrugged, grabbing a beer from the fridge. “Jeezes, you got enough people in here?”

“I told you I was expecting fifty.”

“This looks like twice that,” I sneered. The last thing I needed was a bunch of my wife and her sister’s freeloading friends screwing up my place.

I took a step and immediately stumbled over some stupid plastic toy my youngest daughter had left out, some doll house or fairy castle or something, I remembered buying it for Christmas or her birthday. “Ugh,” I grumbled under my breath – it was embarrassing to have to have junk like that lying around the house.

“Mags, how many times have I told you to tell the kids to pick up their shit?” I said to my wife.

“A lot more times than you’ve actually spoken to them lately,” Mags fired back. That left me hot in the face, but I knew when to just leave it be and proceeded out to the patio for the party. 

I went outside to find Mags’ sister. She had always been a real cold bitch to me, maybe because the first time I met her I told Mags her sister was the plain one, and I guess Mags told her about that, so we got off on the wrong foot. That was years ago and the relationship never improved, which was all her fault for being such a shrew.

Even worse was her boyfriend Rob, who was always trying to tag me in on some useless scheme. I prefer to make my money the old-fashioned way, by working for it.

“Hey Lar, happy b-day,” I said, giving my sister-in-law a side-hug.

“Thanks, Chris, working late?” she asked.

“As per ush,” I said.

“I’m glad you’re here,” Rob piped up, “Did you see my DM? My buddy’s looking for investors in his startup making AI-generated GPS for self-driving cars. You’re gonna wanna be in on this, bro.”

“Uh huh,” I shrugged and swigged my beer, “We’ll see.”

I found someone else to mingle with for a while – Mags’ uncle Terry is always good for chat about golf swings – when the wife tapped me on the shoulder.

“Do you mind giving Ginny a ride home? She was supposed to go hours ago.” Ginny was the sitter, a college student. She’d been looking after the kids all afternoon, and Mags had kept her on for the party.

“Babe, I just got here—” I looked down at my Rolex. It was already 11:30. I had been yakking with Terry and some of the other guys for two hours already, but time had just flown by.

“We’ll, uh, call her a cab,” I said.

“I don’t think so,” Mags said sourly. “The last cab got lost trying to find this place.” It was a new luxury development, not available on GPS yet. Mags didn’t like to drive at night, so that left me as the only option. I didn’t mind leaving the party anyway.

“All right, all right,” I downed the rest of my drink.

“You’re not too drunk, are you?”

“Please,” I huffed. I had only had three beers.

I found Ginny waiting by the door to my Lexus. She was a pretty girl. Petite, twenty-something student, very fresh-faced. I always suspected Mags picked her to be the sitter because she didn’t fill out a sweater quite as well as some of the other girls we met with. As I approached, I pressed the fob to let her in. She gave me a smile of acknowledgment, then slipped in, the seatbelt automatically buckling her up.

“So,” I said as I pressed the button for ignition, “How were the kids tonight?”

“Oh, they were good,” she chirped, “We played a few games, and they went right to bed... although they did ask about you. I heard you were working late.”

“Yep, it never ends,” I said, focusing on the road. I didn’t want to let on that I was a little woozy from the long day at the office, but at least at this hour traffic wasn’t so bad.

“I like your tattoos,” I told her, looking down at the ink on the inside of her wrists. They made her look rebellious and interesting but not overly threatening. That was very appealing to me, personally. I was also aware she had a navel piercing from some of the crop tops she had worn around.

“Thanks,” she said simply.

“How’s school?” I asked.

“Oh, well, it’s summer right now,” she said in her piccolo voice, “So I don’t have any classes but...”

She went on and on about something or other she was doing, but I didn’t really care, and it didn’t really matter.

I pulled onto her street and some car – a gray Lincoln Navigator—sped in front of me, swerving straight into my lane and cutting me off, forcing me to slam on the brakes. Both of our bodies jostled forward sharply. I leaned on the horn and shouted from within the car “ASSHOLE!!” but they sped away. I made note of the first four digits of the plate, 5G4T.

Her building wasn’t too far away, so I crept slowly up to it.

“That guy nearly killed us,” I huffed.

“Yeah, my
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