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For Melissa,

around whom I am in orbit








We are here to help each other get through this thing, whatever it is.

—Mark Vonnegut, MD, in a letter to Kurt Vonnegut, as quoted in Bluebeard
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The Carrington Event

On September 1, 1859, a giant cloud of solar plasma drenched with magnetic field lines, brewed deep inside the sun’s convective zone, erupted from the corona and burst free of the star’s gravitational pull. A coronal mass ejection (CME) is in itself no big solar news—typically, the sun belches out three or four of them per earth day at the peak of its activity cycle. But on that day in 1859, the dense gaseous cloud of the CME was significantly greater than usual, about the total mass of Mount Everest, and the angle of its inflection happened to target it perfectly toward the earth. The resulting electromagnetic chaos would come to be known as the Carrington Event, named after the British astronomer who witnessed it.

Traveling at six million miles per hour, the solar energy breached the earth’s magnetosphere seventeen hours after eruption, enveloping the planet in electrical current. Telegraph operators across the globe reported streams of fire bursting from their signal boards, platinum relay switches melted, and, around the world, there were reports that the night skies lit up as in daytime. The swirling magnetic displays of the northern lights were visible as far south as Cuba and Jamaica, the southern lights as far north as Colombia.

Thankfully, in 1859, telegraph systems were the only significant electrical networks in operation anywhere and could be repaired within a few days. For the vast majority of the earth’s inhabitants, life immediately went back to normal, and the Carrington Event did little more than enliven the last few humdrum days of summer.

Twenty-three years later, on September 4, 1882, Thomas Edison would turn on the generators at Pearl Street Station, in Lower Manhattan, activating America’s first power grid. Human beings were on the path to total electrical addiction.

A major CME hits the earth full force, on average, every hundred and fifty years.

We are overdue.






Part I: Onset
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1.

AURORA, ILLINOIS

6:32 a.m., Tuesday, April 14

The thing about Norman Levy was that everyone knew Norman Levy. As a college professor at the University of Chicago, he’d been a magnetic force for talented and curious people and could always spot a kindred spirit when he saw one. Students who’d never quite fit in anywhere felt utterly at home in the professor’s cramped college office, or over dinners and coffees and drinks at his wood-frame house near the end of Cayuga Lane, in nearby Aurora. Norman, a solar scientist, had dedicated his entire professional life to the study of the sun, but his real and abiding interest was in people. A childless widower, he collected friends the way some people collect butterflies, but not to press them into a book; no, he wanted to prod and question and provoke them, to talk to them. There was, he was certain, absolutely nothing more worth doing than talking to people.

But not at 6:32 a.m. Central Standard Time, which was the exact moment when the phone on the wall in his kitchen rang on Tuesday, April 14. Norman, standing at the sink and staring out the window while the coffee brewed, stirred himself from his pre-caffeine reverie and scowled at the phone. A line from a movie ran uselessly through his head—“None of my friends would call at this hour”—which was a lie. His friends called all the time, it was the curse of knowing people in myriad time zones. Norman shuffled over to the phone, tilted his glasses up so he could read the caller ID, and saw SILVER SPRING, MARYLAND. He picked up the handset.

“We’ve talked about this,” Norman said.

The voice from the other end was tense and excited. “Did you see any imaging from GOES-16 in the past twenty-four hours?”

“It’s six-thirty in the morning here, kiddo.”

“And I’m calling you anyway, Norman. So, imagine.”

Norman could hear the urgency in Perry St. John’s voice, and he cleared his throat, pulling himself to attention. He liked Perry and had since the moment the kid walked into his Introduction to Astrophysics class, listened to one lecture, then went right up to the revered professor and announced that he was looking for a mentor and had just settled on Norman. Who could resist that kind of chutzpah? Twenty years of dinners and phone calls and e-mails after that first day in class, Perry was one of the lead researchers at NOAA’s main observation station monitoring solar events. He put up with the lily-white astronomic industry giving him second looks and suspicious glances and, boy, did he get tired of saying, “Yes, Neil deGrasse Tyson is a great inspiration to me.” But he stayed with it, even when they started pushing him into media interviews just so they could have a Black face out there, because it was the job he was born to do. He liked to tell people he was a weatherman, which was technically true, but the kind of storms he monitored made category 5 earth hurricanes look like spring showers.

He repeated his question to Norman. “Have you seen imaging from the past cycle?”

“Last night,” Norman said, “and thank you again for the login. Hours of fun. Hours, Perry.”

“Did you see the flare?”

“Yes. Two of ’em, big ones. SUVI picked it up. They saturated the X-ray irradiance sensors, so I haven’t checked back. Why?”

Perry paused on the other end, thinking. “Is it possible they masked a secondary burst? Or tertiary?”

Norman furrowed his brow. “I suppose. Did the radiation hit DSCOVR yet?”

DSCOVR, the Deep Space Climate Observatory satellite, had been a crucial tool in the monitoring of space weather in general and solar activity in particular since late 2015, when after its successful launch it took up its orbit at Lagrange point 1, a neutral gravity sweet spot about a million miles from the earth. From there, DSCOVR essentially hovered in place between the earth and sun, the array of sensors in its nose beaming near-to-real-time information back to NOAA.

“Yes,” Perry answered, “they’ll miss earth by seven degrees in about forty-five minutes. It’s what’s behind them I’m talking about.”

“What’s behind them?”

“There was a third flare, zero degrees of inflection, and it’s moving through cleared space. New images are posted in the nowcasting. Take a look. I’ll wait.”

Ignoring the coffee, Norman took the cordless phone into his study and sat at the big oak dining table he used for a desk. He flipped open his laptop, cradled the phone on his shoulder, and went directly to the NOAA site that featured integrated images from GOES-16 and NASA’s orbiting Solar Dynamics Observatory. To the untrained eye, the sets of solar images and strings of data on Norman’s screen would have been meaningless, but to a mind that had been assimilating data both in visual and quantitative form like this for sixty-five years, the coronal captures and strings of numeric data he saw were the astronomical equivalent of a guy standing on the edge of a cliff, waving a lantern, and screaming, “The bridge is out!”

“Angle of inflection was what now?” Norman asked.

“Zero,” Perry repeated, though he was sure Norman had heard him.

Norman blinked. He absorbed the data. Twice.

“This can’t be right,” he said.

“Let’s assume it is,” Perry said. “Do you have time to run a few models?”

“I’m eighty-eight fucking years old, Perry. Of course I have time.”

“Model out the particle radiation at geostationary orbit,” Perry said.

“No kidding.” Norman was fully alert and on it now. He opened up a second laptop, logged in to the CME public monitoring dashboard run by the Goddard Space Flight Center, and began to pull data from the hundreds of amateur enthusiasts all over the world who kept an unofficial eye on sunspot activity. Perry wasn’t the only one who’d noticed the unusual amounts of proton and X-ray flux that had erupted in the past eighteen hours. The sun-watching community was recording, posting, and interpreting like mad. What Norman saw confirmed what Perry had suggested: there had been not one but a series of three flares, each bigger than the last, and the sheer luminosity of the first two had, in effect, blinded the array of monitoring equipment to the massive third flare, which had released a CME that was now surfing through space in the relatively clear solar wake of the previous disruptions.

The information Norman began loading into his self-designed modeling software was complex and wide-ranging, covering physical and technological risk factors to the earth’s power supply based on the potential impact of a plasma field of the size and intensity they’d just recorded. When he hit enter and the final result displayed in a small flashing box on his screen, Norman felt the floor sinking away from him.

“Shit,” he said.

“What’d you get?”

“My model’s no good. Running another. Hang on.” He cleared the field and started over, pulling data from different collection sites around the world, running an alternate scenario, varying the electricalfield amplitudes and direction as widely as he could imagine. He wanted a different outcome.

He wanted to be wrong.

At NOAA, Perry sat at his monitoring station and listened to Norman’s frantic typing on the other end of the phone. Norman had been one of the foremost solar researchers of his era for a reason: his models were never wrong. Perry knew whatever Norman’s first result had been, it would prove accurate. But he also knew better than to interrupt the old man while he was working. Impatient, Perry pulled data and ran his own models while he waited.

Behind him, his colleagues looked up from their early-morning fogs, wondering what he was up to. Ken Murtagh, an IT IS WHAT IT IS coffee mug in hand, peered over Perry’s shoulder while the young maestro banged away at a series of computers. Terry Fitzpatrick, who’d been up with a grandbaby all night and was too tired to get out of his chair, just tiny-stepped it over across the floor, rolling up on Perry’s other side and squinting down at his screens.

Murtagh saw the various images and data streams playing past and regarded Perry suspiciously. “What is this? You playing a game?” Because the numbers couldn’t be right.

Fitzpatrick looked at the data, then at Perry. He pushed his glasses up on top of his head and asked a question.

“Glancing blow?”

“Doesn’t look like it.”

Fitz just stared at the screen, absorbing the information as Perry loaded it into the simulations. “How long?”

Perry, who’d been cradling his cell phone to his shoulder, realized his neck was killing him and lifted his head, letting the phone drop to the desktop with a clatter while he inputted. From the other end of the call, the others could hear Norman’s agitated voice calling out, “Hey! Hey, you still there?!” But Perry kept typing, running one model after another, and each time one of them pinged with its COMPLETE message, the result was the same, or similar.

“Perry,” Fitz said with rising urgency, “how long do we have?”

From the phone, Norman’s voice was squawking, distorting the speaker. Murtagh reached down, turned the phone over, and hit the speaker button. Norman’s voice burst out, too loud.

“—not wrong! This shit is not wrong!”

Heads turned all over the room. Others started to filter over, and Norman’s voice distorted through the speaker. Perry held up a hand, silencing the argument behind him for a moment while he hit enter, telling the computer to run his final simulation. They all shut up, waiting for it. The computer pinged with a conclusion.

Perry looked down at his cell phone, on the desktop. “Norman? You still there?”

“Yeah.”

“You ran it?”

“Three times, with Convac’s new transformer specs. You?”

“Same.” Perry cleared his throat. “It’s Carrington-level, isn’t it?” The seven men and women who were now assembled behind him stared down at the phone, waiting for a response from someone on the other end whom none of them knew. But for some reason, everything relied on that unknown man’s reply.

From the speaker, Norman’s voice was raspy. “In the thirtieth year, in the fifth day of the fourth month, as I was among the exiles on the banks of the river Chebar—”

Murtagh interrupted, like a man who suddenly realizes he is the butt of a joke. “Excuse me, who the hell are you and what exactly are we doing here?”

Undeterred, Norman finished the quote. “—heaven opened and I saw visions from God.”

Perry looked up at Murtagh. “It’s the Bible.”

“No shit it’s the Bible. Why is that old man quoting the Bible?”

“Ezekiel’s vision, 593 B.C.,” Perry said. “Some people think it was earth’s first recorded auroral event.”

Fitz put a hand on Perry’s shoulder. “How long ’til it hits, Perry?”

“Between seven and twelve hours. Give or take. Solar winds are highly variable.”

Fitz stood up and looked at Murtagh, whose already pale face was several shades whiter than it had been a few minutes ago.

“So we’re islanding?” Fitz asked.

“I’m not calling that. Are you calling that?”

“Ken, it’s a worldwide black-sky event.”

“I’ll call a stepdown,” Murtagh said.

“A stepdown? Why not just put on a pair of sunglasses? How many plus-1,000 amps on the grid are pre-1972?”

“Top of my head? At least two thousand.”

Fitz nodded, thinking. “Start with those. I’ll call around and try to get a handle on how many of the other ten thousand have winding hot spots likely to blow with thirty DC amps per phase.”

Perry shook his head. “You’d better figure fifty.”

“OK, fifty.” Fitz was activated now, his fatigue forgotten.

But Murtagh was frozen in place. “I don’t even know where to start.”

Fitz looked at him. “Start?” he asked. “We gotta silo the whole fucking country.”

In Aurora, Norman put the cordless phone down on his desk and let their argument play out over the tinny speaker. He pushed himself up out of his chair, regarding for a moment the complex home radio setup that crowded the far end of his desk. Soon enough, he thought, that’s going to be the only way to communicate.

He went to the window, the big one that looked out over the cul-de-sac on which he lived. The sun was just breaking up the pre-dawn sky but hadn’t come over the horizon. Nearly all the houses were dark, except for the occasional porch light still on from the night before. As Norman watched, the mercury-vapor streetlights winked out as they did every morning, their sensors picking up that they were no longer needed. He looked up at the sky, where the sun’s light still reflected off the surface of Venus. As he watched, the first fuzzy edge of the sun’s corona crested the trees on the far side of the street and Norman stared into its wavering hot edge until his eyes watered and he had to turn away.

He closed his eyes and tried to imagine what it all meant for the world, but it was impossible. The planet was too vast, its systems too complex, and his mind couldn’t hold it all. Everything, everything was about to become local. All that would matter in his life was what would happen on this block, what would become of these people and the ones they loved, what choices they would make, and the unpredictable skein of consequences that would be spun from them.

Norman closed his eyes and tried to prepare for the coming storm.






2.

AURORA

11:43 a.m.

Aubrey Wheeler looked down at the chipped paint on her fingernails and wondered when the last time was that she considered a man attractive. It certainly wasn’t now, and it definitely wasn’t either of these two guys.

The conference had been in Kansas City, but not even the good Kansas City, whichever one that was supposed to be. Whichever-the-hell Kansas City she’d had to go to was five hundred inconvenient miles from Aurora, a distance that translated into either an eight-hour drive for a six-hour conference or an overcrowded flight on a shit airline. She’d chosen the flight, on a no-frills carrier that didn’t assign seats, and after a free-for-all at boarding, she’d ended up in a middle spot between two ex-high-school-football types whose concept of personal space was that her space was for their person. Having no intention of staying stressed and angry for the whole ninety-minute flight, Aubrey had popped a Xanax far too early in the day and was now driving home from O’Hare foggy, crabby, and vaguely depressed.

Actually, her depression wasn’t as vague as all that; it was quite focused and specific, because she was headed back into the lion’s den. She remembered, barely, the days when business travel used to leave her somewhat invigorated and refreshed—days when it had been a chance to get away from Scott and Rusty for a decent stretch, to sleep better and longer and read and eat whatever she wanted, without worrying about whether anybody else would want to eat it too. But those days were long gone. Gone in the dust of COVID, gone along with her peace of mind, the better part of her thirties, and her marriage.

Before the pandemic, the conference business she’d started and run had done fairly well. But overnight, the number of people who were willing to sit in a windowless air-conditioned room with five hundred strangers dropped to nothing, and Aubrey was forced to contemplate bankruptcy within months. She’d furloughed the entire staff. But three nights later she awoke in the night with a Genius Idea, a revelation that was not-so-slowly dawning on the rest of the business community at the same time. Namely, why do I ever have to leave my house again? She’d pivoted the company to an all-Zoom platform in seventy-two hours and hired back half the staff within a week. By the end of the first year in their new configuration, they had nearly as many employees as in their heady pre-plague days. And more clients than ever, who were willing to pay as much or more for the convenience of attending a conference from the comfort of home. Sure, some morons had eventually insisted on holding in-person conferences again, hence her deeply resented trip to Missouri-or-Kansas, but ninety percent of their work was now online, and profitable. She’d even managed to resume pulling a decent salary, which was an enormous relief to Rusty, as he was a shit and a vampire.

Were those words cheap slurs? You bet! But they were also accurate descriptors that summed up the two dominant aspects of her ex-husband’s personality. Rusty was a “shit,” used in the classical sense of “waste matter expelled from the body,” because he had been an enormous misuse of her time, resources, and love. And as of two years ago, she had most definitely expelled him from her body. He could also be accurately described as a “vampire,” if one took the word to mean “a person who preys ruthlessly on others.” You could even go so far as to call its primary definition—“a monstrous bloodsucker”—appropriate, because Rusty had drained the spirit and energy out of Aubrey ’til she felt hollow, like an empty suit coat splayed open on the floor.

She knew it wasn’t all his fault. She remembered vividly what he’d been like when they’d first met. He was strong and he knew it, in all the ways that confidence is attractive and none of the ones in which it’s ugly. He radiated strength and authority, not with gross bravado but in a quiet I-am-possessed-of-a-power-that-I-need-not-use kind of way. Rusty was a general contractor, a good and honest and successful one. Aubrey had always used her mind for work, and she liked the idea of somebody who used their hands for theirs. Best of all, her husband had been the polar opposite of her older brother—Rusty was unserious, physical, and grounded. She’d loved him until he became unlovable.

The last few years Rusty’s drinking reached blackout level—which had apparently been the issue in his first marriage, and thanks so much for telling me, Cheryl Anne—and in the end that made it easy for Aubrey. Or easier, anyway. The guy she’d loved wasn’t there anymore, and this new guy wasn’t welcome. Slowly at first, and then seemingly all at once, the guy she thought she knew was into booze, drugs, rages, long hours lost playing poker, and she was fairly certain he was getting involved in some sort of minor crime; odd sorties at all hours to do God-knows-what with some sketchy buddy of his. No, Rusty had to go, so out he went, out of the house they’d bought together and out of the life they’d planned in such careful detail.

But the twist in the story, the kicker, the sting in the tail, as they say, was that Rusty didn’t take all his stuff with him when he went. He left Scott behind.

He didn’t actually leave Scott; it was more that Scott stayed. Rusty’s son from his first marriage was fourteen at the time, old enough to get into trouble, which he did, old enough to know that his mother lived too far away and didn’t care enough to take care of him, which she didn’t, and young enough to think that if he could just make a few smart choices about his life, he could free himself from the shit cycle of neglect and substance abuse that had consumed both his parents. Outcome pending on that third one.

Because they were both men, and Midwestern ones at that, Scott and Rusty didn’t sit down and actually discuss a new living arrangement. It was more that they came to realize it in each other’s presence at about the same time one morning. Specifically, that moment was fifteen minutes after Rusty had told Scott, “Get your shit and be downstairs. We’re leaving.” Scott did not get his shit or go downstairs.

Rusty looked up the ancient, rickety staircase that had been first on his punch list for four years—he was for sure gonna get to that one—and shouted. “You coming or what?”

Scott shouted back, through his closed bedroom door. “Fuck off.”

Rusty turned and looked at Aubrey, who was slouched sideways in the kitchen door, half in and half out, as if there were no room she wanted to be in right now.

“You put him up to this?”

Aubrey just glared at him. Give me a break.

Rusty turned back to the stairs and yelled up to Scott again. “You stay now, you’re staying for good.”

At this point, some teenagers would have shouted something incoherent and slammed the door. Others might have cranked up the volume on something by Death Grips, a rap group rivaled in their abrasiveness only by the sound of someone chewing aluminum foil in your ear. But Scott Wheeler just opened his door, walked to the top of the stairs, looked down at his father, and touched his forehead with two fingers of his right hand in an insouciant goodbye salute.

“Adios, asshole.”

Rusty picked up his bag and left.

At 10:47 that morning, Aubrey had been thirty-six, childless, newly single, and ready to accept whatever exciting adventure life held in store for her.

At 10:48, she had a fourteen-year-old to raise. Somebody else’s fourteen-year-old.

Hey, life, that wasn’t what I fucking meant.

It was home to Scott that Aubrey now raced. It was just after one in the afternoon, which meant if she hurried and traffic didn’t conspire against her, she’d be at the house by two, plenty of time to toss Scott’s room before he got home from school. She’d arranged for him to stay at a friend’s for the two nights she was gone, but she’d had no illusions about his true intentions, which had almost certainly been to spend the night with Caprice in the Aubrey-less house on Cayuga Lane. Scott had turned fifteen six months ago, too young to give up one’s virginity, in Aubrey’s opinion, but that was between him and his consenting partners. It was the substances she was concerned about.

Both of Scott’s parents were drunks. Genetics were squarely lined up against the young man, and Aubrey had no intention of letting him fall down that dark hole on her watch. A week before the trip, she’d set up three Zmodo surveillance cameras throughout the house, connected by Wi-Fi to an app on her phone she could access with any decent signal. One camera had gone in the kitchen, hidden in a stack of cookbooks, one in the living room, stashed among a tower of neglected board games, and the third hidden among the dozens of unread books on Scott’s bedroom shelves.

Aubrey had quickly shut that one down, after a test run a few days before leaving nearly seared her eyeballs with the image of a perfectly normal adolescent function that she had somehow failed to consider. Look, it hadn’t occurred to her, OK? She’d never been a teenage boy. In the end, the video system had proved worthless, unless she was actually in the house and on Wi-Fi. As soon as she was in the car and on her way to the airport, the images had blanked out, one after another, and so the house had been unsupervised, in a digital sense, the whole time she was gone. She’d spoken to Scott, who’d affirmed that he was at his friend Julian’s house as they’d agreed, and she’d reminded herself to put a tracking app on his phone the next time she got a chance. So he was fine. But she just wanted to take a quick look through his room to make sure.

Her Uber passed through Stolp Island, the red-hot beating center of things in Aurora, Illinois, if you can call a couple blocks of closed-down shops, a decrepit movie house, and a second-rate casino red-hot. Aubrey had grown up in West Aurora, a mile or two away, in a comfortable two-story house with her parents and older brother. She and her brother had always loved their trips to Stolp when she was little. It was downtown, and not the scary kind of downtown full of lost people, like in Chicago, but an old-world downtown that belonged to the 1950s, the type of place where you could buy an Archie comic on the wire rack at the Ben Franklin. Aubrey had never personally encountered an Archie comic, a wire rack, or a Ben Franklin as either a child or an adult, but she’d heard of them in certain books and movies and held a perfect, romantic image of them in her mind. That, she’d hoped, was what she’d give her kids, a place like that where they could grow up and be safe. Her brother had since moved off to seek his fortune, but Aubrey remained, determined to find something that hadn’t really existed for fifty years.

Cayuga Lane fit the model of what Aubrey had been trying to build since she was little. Ten minutes from downtown, it was a short cul-de-sac with six houses, most of them old builds from the 1920s or ’30s. The house near the end of it was an 1850s Victorian, one of those two-story flat-roofed numbers that were once so popular but had failed to survive much past the quick-build era of World War II. Somehow, this one had staggered on into modern times and had been completely gutted, insulated, and remodeled. In 1958.

Since then, it had fallen into a state of benign neglect, followed by a period of malignant neglect, followed by a “perfect lot with tear-down opportunity!” phase, which was when she and Rusty had first seen it. The decrepit state of the house was the only reason it was on the market at a price they could even consider when they’d picked it up five years ago. They’d known there was a massive amount of work to be done, but Rusty was a contractor and they were young and in love and they looked forward to doing it, and all things, together.

Until they didn’t.

Now the house was five years older, and so was Aubrey, though some days it felt like fifteen, and she was in the familiar position of trying, alone, to fix something that was probably beyond repair. On the rare occasions that she and her brother still saw each other, he would mock her mercilessly for her insistence on repair and recycling, as he’d done since they were teenagers. He, who would take one sip of juice from a plastic bottle and throw it away…. He, who as an adult decried the use of cheap foreign labor at the same time he profited from it…. He, who’d send a computer and a phone jammed with rare-earth minerals off to the landfill every eighteen months, whether they still worked or not, would make fun of her for trying to fix a hole in her favorite blouse.

Aubrey’s car dropped her off at the house and she hurried up the uneven front walk, her rolly-bag’s cheap plastic wheels complaining in the cracked stone. She knew before she got to the step that Scott was inside the house, in direct violation of their agreement that he stay at Julian’s ’til she called him. Perhaps the criminal mastermind might have considered closing the front door if he’d really wanted to go undetected. She could hear the TV blaring in the living room.

She came inside and saw the back of Scott’s head, silhouetted against the seventy-seven-inch Sony he’d talked her into shortly after his dad moved out. That was early days. She’d told herself the TV was a lure, that it was better to have him interested in being in a central part of the house, where they could commune with each other and she could offer wise and kind guidance, rather than locked in his room at all times. But she’d known the real reason she got it. She just needed a little space to hide and pull her shit together, and maybe the TV would keep him busy.

Scott heard the door and turned. He blinked at her. “You’re home.”

“So are you.”

Scott furrowed his brow, thinking. “I did not expect this.”

“Clearly.” She closed the door behind her and shoved her bag into the corner.

He turned back to the TV. For some reason, he was watching cable news. Her brain dimly noted that this was not his usual fare. His back still turned, Scott pointed to the TV. “I think you should watch this.”

“I’m going upstairs to change, and then you and I are going to talk. This is not what we discussed, and I’m very disappointed.”

Scott didn’t bother to turn around. Three talking heads in a studio were hotly debating something that was probably pointless. His finger extended, Scott shook it at the screen, for emphasis. “I really think you should watch this.”

Aubrey ignored him and bounded up the creaky stairs with as much energy as she could muster. She made a lot of noise going up, then lightened her step when she turned at the top, headed for his room instead of hers. She opened his door softly and looked around. The bed was in its usual state of chaos, impossible for it to look any more unmade if deliberate effort had been put into it. Clothes were everywhere, so were the remains of food, and there were glasses scattered around every flat surface, various sugary, colored liquids fermenting within.

Aubrey went to the dresser and opened the drawers, one after the other, running her hands through the contents. No bottles hidden there. Likewise, there were no bags of weed under the mattress or in the nightstand, no scent of smoke in the air, and the glasses she sniffed seemed innocent of liquor. Satisfied, she turned to leave, pleased that she had one less thing to fight about with him. But as she turned, she saw it. Sitting right out in the open, on top of his dresser.

An orange prescription bottle. He hadn’t even felt the need to hide it.

Downstairs, she walked in front of him, cutting off most of his view of the gigantic TV, and put the bottle on the coffee table between them.

Scott glanced down at it and shrugged.

“I didn’t think you were coming home.” He leaned around her, trying to see the TV.

“What the fuck do you think you’re doing?”

“Would it be possible to discuss this later?”

She resisted the urge to explode. “Scott, it’s hydrocodone.”

“Yah,” he said.

“From my root canal.”

“Oh, is that where you got it? Right. Makes sense. That ever give you any more trouble?”

“What is the matter with you?”

“I didn’t think you were coming—”

“Will you please shut up about whether or not you thought I was coming home? You went into my medicine cabinet—or no, actually, you searched my bathroom drawers, until you found some fucking oxy, and then you took it, and you’re fifteen years old, and these are opiates, goddamn it!”

Scott turned to her, engaged now. “OK, I didn’t search your shit until I found some oxy, I searched your shit and then I found some oxy, which is, like, super different, OK?”

In a sense, one had to admire, if not the substance of his argument, then at least his willingness to try to steer the conversation onto a path more fruitful for his cause. Aubrey did not feel admiring.

“Fuck off, Scott.”

“Nice parenting.”

“You are in the wrong here.”

“I’m not the only one. You planted cameras to watch me.”

She paused. She tried to match his calm. “What are you talking about?”

He didn’t bother to answer that, just half laughed and nodded over his shoulder, where she could now see the three Zmodos had been stacked on the entry table. She hadn’t noticed them when she’d come in, but clearly, they were there for her.

“I’m not an idiot,” he said.

Things were making sense to her now. “You turned them off.”

“The minute you left.”

“I suppose you didn’t practice the piano, either,” she said, trying to regain the upper hand.

He just ignored that, looking back at the TV.

Aubrey persisted. “Did Caprice stay here?”

“Celeste.”

“What?”

“Her name is Celeste. Not Caprice. You always call her Caprice.”

“Whatever. Did she stay here?”

“You call her Caprice because you think she has a ‘Black’ name, so your brain picks Caprice, ’cause you think that sounds more Black, which is actually super racist. Seriously, Aubrey, you gotta work on that. Reflect on your privilege and shit.”

“Me picking a name that sounds ‘more Black’ would not be my privilege; it would be my racism. At least get it straight.”

“So you admit it.”

“You are exhausting, and I don’t like you.”

“Well, that hurts my feelings, because I like you.”

She took a breath and regained equilibrium. “How many pills did you take?”

He thought for a moment. “Four. Two at a time, four hours apart, in strict compliance with the instructions on the label.”

“Incredibly responsible.”

“Thank you. Are you mad because oxy is bad for me, or are you mad because they were your secret stash?”

“Both. They’re terrible for you, and I was saving them.”

“For what?”

“Situations of unmanageable pain.”

He nodded. “Well, I’m in one. They helped me.”

“Helped you with what, may I ask?”

Once again, he pointed a long finger at the TV screen. “We’re all gonna die.”

This time Aubrey turned and looked. It wasn’t cable news Scott was watching; it was network. But it wouldn’t have mattered what station he was on. The news was everywhere, and the headlines and chyrons and scrolling tickers were in a size of typeface generally reserved for the Second Coming.

Aubrey watched, stunned. She couldn’t immediately comprehend what the people on television were saying. This couldn’t be happening. Hadn’t we already gone through everything we possibly could?

Scott leaned over, picked up the prescription bottle, and shook it at her.

“Only eight left. Splitsies?”






3.

MOUNTAIN VIEW, CALIFORNIA

Thom Banning was on the move. He’d been briefed on the solar situation shortly after arriving at the Vida headquarters, on the periphery of Silicon Valley, and was pleased with how quickly he had adapted, how he had willed his mind into acceptance of this obvious threshold, this signal event in humankind’s technological history. Thom wasn’t just unsurprised by the impending disaster, he wasn’t just prepared for it. The ugly truth, furiously buried by Thom but obvious to anyone who knew him, was that he was looking forward to it.

Like many entrepreneurs, the mental exercise of trying to anticipate the future occupied Thom’s mind twenty-four hours a day. There was little cognitive difference, he liked to assert, between his waking state and his dream state, in that both were dedicated to productive thought on whatever was the task at hand. As a little boy, his family had stopped in Fort Myers, Florida, one sweltering spring vacation and taken a tour of Thomas Edison’s house and laboratory. The pilgrimage was planned largely as a paean to the boy’s budding technical genius, which his parents obsessed over from the time he was old enough to put Snap Circuits together. Edison’s house was a bore to the kids and the lab had seemed dusty and uninteresting, but what had stayed with Thom was the nap cot.

It was there—on a tiny six-foot-by-two-and-a-half-foot plank with a thin straw mattress tucked in a corner of the lab—that Edison had taken his famous restorative naps throughout the day. What dreams must have come from those naps, young Thom Banning thought. Not for the first time, he saw his given name as destiny. He decided two things, then and there: that his nickname would never be spelled without the H, lest anyone miss the obvious and appropriate connection with Edison, and that, when grown, he would never ignore the vital creative powers of his dream life.

He kept both vows. It was, in fact, in a semi-waking state that the idea for his robotics firm, Vida, was born. It’s harder to nap in your twenties, unless you haven’t slept at night, so as a post-graduate Thom would force himself to stay up ’til the morning hours for that very purpose. He wanted to enter his workday sleepy, so that he could drop into a REM state, which he had come to view as the most fertile of all states of human consciousness, at a moment’s notice. Vida began, one drowsy August afternoon, as a rather workaday bit of code Thom had literally dreamed up that would provide simple AI enhancement for auto-assembly robotics. Hardly the stuff of great fortunes, but the idea had the distinct advantage of being able to make money right out of the gate. Profit was built into concept. In the years that followed, Thom’s ideas, and, increasingly, those of the technological wizzes he hired and whose patents he came to dominate, blended unexpectedly with the emerging nanotech industry. Soon Vida penetrated every corner of the medical and surgical fields, and by the end of its first decade, it was almost impossible to have surgery at any major hospital in the developed world without at least one Vida-produced robotic tool poking around in your flesh.

Thom made his first billion just before he turned thirty-three and threw a lavish birthday party in Belize on Christmas Day. That was not the actual day of his birth—he was born on November 4, and the 25th of December already belonged to another famous historical figure—but Thom picked it to celebrate that year because thirty-three happened to be the age at which Christ died. Thom’s intention by this point, stated only to himself, was to live longer and have a greater impact than that guy.

Lest anyone, including Thom, think for a moment that his delusions of grandeur were serious, he would often point them out, to himself and others, in mildly self-deprecating jokes. Thom did not seriously consider himself on a par with Edison or Christ. He was kidding.

Sorta.

One of the hallmarks of Thom’s public persona was a famous, somewhat exaggerated case of dyslexia. It made for good press, though it wasn’t entirely true. Mostly, he just disliked reading and was easily distracted, so he often found himself re-reading paragraphs three or four times in a row or, worse, skipping over them entirely if they began to bore.

He had no such struggle with direct conversation, however, and had learned at an early age that if someone sat down, looked him in the eye, and told him something, he had a far greater chance of retaining it. As soon as he could afford it, he turned to the idea of paid advisers, experts who would give him an hour of their time and patiently explain a concept, pastime, or industry to him. Renaissance art, the sport of cricket, and brain-computer interface were all introduced to him in this way, with an expert in the field patiently walking him through the basics. At first, he was happy to compensate them, but, as happens, once he got rich he suddenly realized he didn’t need to pay for anything anymore. People just did it for free, reaping the dubious benefit of being within the inner circle of the Great Man.

So it was that Dr. Divya Singh, of the Defense Science Board, ended up on the TV screen in the back of Thom’s bespoke Chevy Suburban at 11 a.m. on the morning of the event.

“Thanks for taking a minute, Divya. I know you’re busy,” Thom began.

Dr. Singh nodded tightly, in a let’s-get-to-the-point manner. Thom could see from her background that she was in her office in Arlington, headquarters of the National Science Advisory committee, of which she was co-chair. Around her were a number of computer monitors and TV screens. Reams of bound paper covered her desk. Singh, in her late sixties, was old-school and still found it easiest to think with a manuscript and a highlighter in her hand.

“How long ago did you hear?” she asked.

Thom glanced at his watch. “Forty-seven minutes.”

“You’re going to Hayward?” Singh asked, referring to the largest private airfield in the San Francisco area.

Thom shook his head. “Everybody’ll go to Hayward or Buchanan. There’ll be a lineup and they won’t be able to take off for hours. That’s why I hangar at Half-Moon Bay. It’s farther, but it’ll be just us and the air-show guys.”

“Smart. OK, what do you need to know?”

“I understand the CME itself. But I need to know everything about the impact and the effects on infrastructure.”

Dr. Singh looked up, muted her microphone, and shouted something to someone off-camera. The place was a swarm of activity all around her. Thom could see hands reaching into the frame, giving her things, taking scribbled notes from her, and the images of people moving in and out of her office reflected in the window behind her. She unmuted.

“Sorry. OK.” She thought for a second, then did her best to summarize. “At impact, the electromagnetic surge will begin in the polar regions and travel north and south along the lines of the magnetosphere. The flux fields will change rapidly in intensity and induce massive geomagnetic currents to flow into and through any interconnected electric power grids.”

“Meaning power stations and sub-stations?”

“Oh, God, much more than that. Any power-generating or power-relaying structure or wire that is not equipped with a sufficient capacitor is going to blow out.”

“Any power structure or wire?” he asked.

“Yes. Everything from a nuclear power plant to your coffeepot. If it’s connected to the grid and turned on, it will blow.”

“But there are capacitors in place, aren’t there? To trip the system in case of a sudden surge?”

“Of course there are,” she said, trying not to let her irritation show. Thom pretended not to see it. He knew she didn’t have time for this, not in the slightest, but he also knew that, like many in her job, she felt a certain obligation to the super-rich, who could theoretically change the entire trajectory of her research and career based on a momentary whim or whiff of good feeling.

She continued, trying to keep her tone level. “But the capacitors would have to be able to handle a sudden and prolonged surge of fifty amps per circuit.”

“What percentage of capacitors can handle that?”

“For sustained bursts? Zero. They haven’t been invented yet.”

“What has the government done to prepare for this?”

“The House passed an excellent bill in 2010, the Grid Reliability and Infrastructure Defense Act. It was never brought to the Senate floor.”

“Let’s talk post-impact. Where will it be worst?”

“In this country, the most intense areas of effect will be the northeast corridor from Boston to D.C. and the upper Midwest—Illinois, Wisconsin, Indiana, Ohio—gradually diminishing through Western Pennsylvania, with breakdowns accelerating again closer to the East Coast.”

“So the West Coast is OK?”

“Not at all. It’s somewhat better situated in terms of the length of line between transformers, which is a good thing, but seawater is highly conductive, and where the ocean touches land, the ground conductivity will go berserk. Magnetically induced current will work its way inland in a matter of minutes. You should plan for the complete collapse of the West Coast.”

Thom stifled a grim smile. Oh, I’m prepared, all right.

Singh continued. “Your repair time could be shorter out there, though.”

“How much shorter?”

“Depends on availability of equipment and the damage to manufacturing capacity.”

“A range, please?”

“Four to six months for the West Coast, as opposed to twelve to eighteen months for the rest of the country.”

“You’re saying portions of this country will be without power for a year and a half?”

“If you believe the 2013 Lloyd’s report, yes. Significant portions.”

Thom blew out a long breath. He glanced up and caught the eyes of Brady, his driver, who had been listening. Brady’s eyes flicked back to the road.

Thom looked back to Dr. Singh. “But most of the damage will be to the East and West coasts and certain areas of the Midwest. Is that right?”

“At first. I was talking about initial stages—impact to plus three or four minutes. But electrical collapse is contagious. The CME that hit Quebec in ’89 caused chain collapse as far south as Minnesota, and that was an off-angle contact. This is a direct hit from the largest energized plasma surge the planet has seen in several hundred years. I’d expect the latent effects of system collapse to ripple throughout the country—and the world, except for perhaps a belt around the equator—for up to thirty days afterwards. Eventually everything’s going down. Almost complete destruction of communications and other critical infrastructure.”

Thom paused for a moment.
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