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The great man fell out of the sky and crashed
into the earth. More or less to his benefit, he happened to be
inside of an airplane at the time. The antique, single-engine World
War I fighter plane descended in an erratic, jagged arc that would
be generous to call a glide path, as the pilot struggled to
maintain control of the aircraft. A trail of smoke billowed from
it, marking out its trajectory like a graph illustrating a stock
market crash, falling unavoidably to ruin.

 


The pilot managed to keep the plane’s nose
up, so that it did not crash head-first into the ground, spreading
itself and its sole occupant over half a mile of barren Nevada
desert. Instead it came in at an angle, but its velocity was much
too great to make a safe landing. The landing gear broke off the
instant it touched the ground. The plane skidded on its belly with
a scream of tearing metal, trailing sparks and smoke. First one
wing broke off, then the other, before it skidded to a halt. The
pilot managed to clamber out of the open-air cockpit just before
the whole thing burst into flames.

 


He stumbled away until he got clear of the
smoke, coughing and choking as he went. He pulled his ridiculously
old-fashioned aviator goggles off his face and looked around,
trying to get his bearings.

 


Forgetting the old adage about any landing
you walked away from, he said to himself, “Stan my man, you fucked
up, big time.”

 


Stan Owens, billionaire, entrepreneur,
aviator, adventurer and explorer, found himself in a land covered
in dust, rocks, and not much else. An empty desert landscape
stretched away to the limits of his vision in all directions. It
was the quintessential desert; a harsh, rugged scene unsoftened by
vegetation. He couldn’t see a trace of green anywhere, not even
cactus. Only infinite shadings of brown blending upwards through
the heat haze to the pale, harshly sunlit sky.

 


The land stood in sharp contrast to the
airport in Reno from which he had taken off mere hours earlier amid
the camera flashes of dozens of photographers. Using his antique
airplane, which he had paid some highly skilled restorationists a
great deal of money to rebuild, had been part of the show. He was
going to look for a dried-up lake bed, over which he planned to set
a land speed record in a rocket-powered motorcycle. He had made a
second career out of breaking world records ever since retiring as
CEO of his aerospace company, Owens International. He held the
world speed record for circumnavigating the globe in a glider. He
was the oldest man to scale Mount Everest, and the only man to have
visited the highest point on Earth and the lowest to which human
beings could go, having set a depth record in the Mariana Trench
off Guam in a specially built submarine. He had visited both poles
and all seven continents, and was the toast of royalty and world
leaders. And now here he was, stumbling away from his ruined, five
million-dollar plane, lost in the desert.

 


Peeling off his aviator’s jacket, he sat down
on a flat rock to catch his breath. One had to wear a jacket while
flying, especially in an open-air cockpit, because the air was cold
up there. Down here though, it felt somewhere in the neighborhood
of a hundred and fifteen degrees. Not exactly jacket weather.

 


He fished his portable GPS unit out of his
jacket pocket. Now he was grateful he hadn’t had one installed in
the plane. He had instructed the restorationists to rebuild the old
bird as close to its original state as possible and only to add
what was necessary to adhere to the FAA’s guidelines for flyable
aircraft. That meant no GPS in the plane. However his insurance
company would not let him into a cockpit without one, considering
the risky nature of his lifestyle. So, he had a portable GPS safely
tucked into his jacket pocket, and not melting away in the burning
wreckage of the plane.

 


Except now the lousy thing seemed to be on
the blink. It was the best model available, state-of-the-art, but
the screen just flickered at him. He couldn’t make out a thing.
Must have broken it in the crash, he figured.

 


The outrage of the plane crashing now rose
like bile in the back of his throat. He had paid those
restorationists top-dollar. Now this. When he got back he would see
to it they never worked on another airplane again.

 


He stood up and tried to think things
through. His radio was in the plane, along with his emergency gear,
all of it enthusiastically burning. He had his jacket, his boots,
his clothes, the broken GPS, his wallet, a pocketknife, and his car
keys. No cell phone; he never took it flying with him. So what was
he supposed to do now?

 


He would have to wait for rescue. It was all
he could do. But the question was: How long would it take for
rescue to reach him? Stan was a hale and hearty seventy-two, but he
was lost in the desert, with no water and no shelter. This desert
Sun could kill men one-third his age. He had to find a way to stay
alive until he was saved.

 


Which reminded him of those buildings he had
seen, just before the plane went down.

The engine had started to give him trouble
almost as soon as he had passed over them. He had caught a glimpse
of a few small white buildings tucked into a rocky hillside next to
a square concrete platform. He had just had time to wonder why
there were no roads leading to this place, and then pop, smoke had
started billowing out of the engine and down he went.

 


Those buildings couldn’t be more than five
miles from here, he reckoned. Even if they were abandoned, they
would serve as shelter. And if he could see the buildings from the
air, then his rescuers could too, and it would be reasonable for
them to assume he would go there.

It was decided then. Before setting out, he
took a few metal struts that had snapped off the wings, tied them
together with his belt, and draped his jacket over them, creating a
makeshift parasol. That would offer some protection from the Sun.
Then he took his bearings. He might not have a GPS, but Stan Owens
had been flying airplanes long before the GPS was a glimmer in some
nerd’s wet dream. He found east and west, determined the angle he
came in from, made his best guess, and set off.

 


The walk took a couple of hours. He had to
stop and rest several times. He spent most of the day on a
meandering southeast path, detouring here and there to climb small
hills and look around. Once, after cresting such a hill, he made a
significant discovery: a crashed helicopter. Just a pile of
wreckage sitting in the middle of the desert. It looked like it had
happened a couple of weeks ago, judging from the layer of dust
covering the wreckage. This disturbed him. No aerospace institution
left crashed aircraft sitting where they fell. They were salvaged,
transported back to warehouses and taken apart piece by piece to
determine the cause of the crash. Did this mean they weren’t able
to find this helicopter? If so, it did not bode well for him.

 


He didn’t see any bodies, which was
encouraging, but he supposed scavengers could have taken care of
them. Dust lay in mounds on the seats. It must have drifted inside
the cockpit.

Stan looked over his shoulder. He could still
see the cloud of smoke rising from his burning plane, and now he
wondered if this was the right course of action. Maybe he should
have stayed by the crash site. Surely the smoke would have drawn
some attention. It would make it easier for rescuers to find him.
He could have waited until nightfall and then started walking if no
one came. Then it would have been cool and he could have navigated
by the stars. For the first time in his life, Stan doubted his
judgment. He must be getting old, to make such a mistake.

 


But it hadn’t really been a lapse in
judgment. He had been working out his strategy, subconsciously, all
this time. Where other people saw a crisis, Stan saw opportunity.
If he was able to save himself, it could be a public relations
jackpot. Think how it would play in the media. The aging
adventurer, still at the top of his game! He realized he hadn’t
really been afraid as the plane came down. He had been excited.
Another challenge to tackle.

And now, as he so often did, Stan saw his
opportunity. He saw tire tracks leading away from the helicopter.
They must be relatively fresh; the wind had not yet erased them. So
someone had come out here recently. All he had to do was follow the
tracks to rescue.

 


He set off again, energized by his newfound
optimism. He was soaked with sweat, thirsty as hell, and his feet
had started to feel heavy, but these were still minor discomforts.
He was certain he would find help before they became anything
serious.

 


As he walked, the stark desert landscape
reminded him, strangely, of his son.

 


This took some pondering to figure out why,
but eventually he placed it. Some years back, when his son was
still a teenager, Stan Owens, Jr. had come home from high school
bursting with excitement to show him something. It was a poem
called “Ozymandias,” written by some dead Englishman. Stan couldn’t
remember any of the words, but he did recall the gist of it. The
poem was about some old statue out in the desert that had fallen to
pieces over time, and there was an inscription on the base of it
that said something like, “I am the great king Ozymandias, look at
all the great stuff I did and see how much better than you I am.”
(The poem had phrased it a lot better.) The thing was, if somebody
looked around, they wouldn’t see any of this king’s great works.
They would just see sand stretching off into the distance. Time had
erased everything Ozymandias had built. The statue, instead of
showing the king’s might, now showed his foolish arrogance.

 


After Stan Sr. had finished reading the poem,
his son had told him, “This poem reminded me of you, Dad. You have
a lot of great works too, but what do you have that will last
forever?”

 


Stan had responded by smacking his son in the
mouth.

 


Even now, years later, it still galled him to
think about it. His own son had used this poem to mock his
accomplishments, everything he had built up over the course of his
life. The ungrateful little bastard had run off in tears.

 


Then, a few years later, Stan Jr. made his
big announcement. “Daddy, I’m gay!” Big surprise. It still amazed
him how selfish his son had been to say such a thing. His skin had
crawled when he thought of the media getting wind of it. It would
be so humiliating! Let the fathers of today parade their queer sons
around like they’re actually proud of them. Stan Owens, Sr. was of
a different generation. He had decided another smack was in order,
but this one would have to hit home in a different way.

 


Stan had called his son into his den, and
spoken to him from behind his massive redwood desk. The
conversation had been rather one-sided, but that was okay. Stan
liked to dominate the conversation. He had explained to his son the
reasons why it was important for him to keep his damn mouth shut
about his bedroom antics. Stan had explained to his young namesake
that not only was he cut out of his will, not only was he
officially disowned both legally and in his father’s heart, but if
he ever felt compelled to go public about his unfortunate condition
both he and his current “friend” would face some extremely
unpleasant consequences. If Stan Jr. knew what was good for him, he
would take his hush money and go somewhere far away. He had taken
his son’s tears as agreement and that was that.

 


Now it had been twenty years since he had
seen his son. Stan missed him sometimes and occasionally regretted
his actions. He supposed those feelings were natural. But he knew
that he had done what he had to do to survive. In the end, that
justified everything.

 


A flash of light in the distance caught his
eye. Peering through the heat haze, he saw a chain link fence,
glinting in the Sun.

 


“I made it,” he said to himself. He lifted
his head and barked at the sky. “I made it, you bastards! What do
you have to say about that? I made it!”

 


He could see buildings enclosed within the
fence. Sweaty and exhausted, Stan staggered towards them.

 


The tire tracks led through a big gate in the
fence, which stood open. Here something strange caught his eye.

 


Someone had mounted three signs next to the
gate. The first said, “Property of the United States Department of
Defense. NO TRESPASSING.” The second said, “Violators will be
prosecuted!” And the third said, “DANGER! HIGH VOLTAGE!”

 


Stan now understood why there were no roads
leading to this place. But if it was so top secret, why was the
gate standing open? The grounds beyond the fence looked deserted.
Curious, he decided to take a calculated risk. He reached out and
grabbed the fence.

 


Nothing. No electric shock. Either whoever
was guarding this place had really dropped the ball, or these were
very discouraging signs for his chances of finding help here. Maybe
the place could at least serve as shelter until rescue came.

 


A driveway started just outside the fence and
continued inside of it. Stan took this to mean that the place was
or had been stocked with ATVs at some point. With no roads around,
they had to have had a supply of vehicles in order to merit
building this driveway and gate, even if the place was supplied
primarily by air, which was a distinct possibility.

 


He passed through the gate. The grounds
beyond were a paragon of inactivity. A pall of silence lingered
over the place, like a ghost-town. Abandoned military base? Stan
wondered.

He shuffled along, his clothes soaked with
sweat. For the first time in his life, he looked and felt like an
old man. His makeshift parasol hung above his head like a dark
solid mass, a miniature moon eclipsing the Sun. The heat seemed to
clutch him like a giant fist. He couldn’t go on much longer, but
the buildings were set far back from the fence. He still had a bit
of a walk ahead of him.

 


In cooler weather he could have covered this
same distance in minutes, but he had already walked more than five
miles in over one hundred-degree heat. If he didn’t find some water
and shade soon, he would be in serious trouble.

 


His foot hit something. Looking down, he saw
a pile of clothes, partially covered in dust. Curious, he bent down
and fished through them. It was a full set of clothes, pants,
button-down shirt, shoes, socks, belt, even a pair of underwear.
The shirt and pants were khaki, and the shirt had a nametag and
badge. This was a guard’s uniform. He found a wallet with forty-two
dollars cash in it, along with two credit cards, a driver’s license
for someone named Michael Dougherty, and a condom still in its
wrapper. Even stranger, inside the left leg of the pants he found
two metal screws. He recognized them as titanium screws; he used
the metal in a lot of the aircraft he designed. A moment later he
realized they were surgical screws, like the kind doctors implanted
in an injured knee.

 


Looking up, he saw another set of clothes
lying in a pile of dust a few yards away. And another one just a
little further off. What had happened here?

 


As much as he wanted to continue on to the
buildings, he first searched the other piles of clothing, and found
something even more disturbing: a gun. A military-issue pistol
still in its holster. Stan didn’t know what to make of it. Even if
this was a closed military base, no one would leave behind a loaded
gun lying in the dirt. More bad signs. But he had nowhere else to
go. If he didn’t get out of this killer sun, he would die.

 


Stan looped the holster strap over his
shoulder, and continued on his way to the white buildings
shimmering in the distance.

 


The man who finally shuffled up to the steel
door of the largest building in the complex bore little resemblance
to the hale and hearty septuagenarian who had clambered away from
the plane crash looking for opportunities. Stan moaned with every
breath. Sweat ran down his face, through the folds of skin on his
neck, and down his entire body, soaking his clothes. The dry desert
air had sucked pints of precious moisture from his body,
desiccating him. He felt like lead weights had been tied to his
ankles. Every step was an enormous effort. Now he knew what the
slaves who had built the vast statue of Ozymandias must have felt
like as they labored in the hot desert sun.

 


That was an odd thought, but he supposed
thinking of his son earlier must have put him in an odd frame of
mind. That, and he had developed a pounding headache. This was
caused by a lack of electrolytes, since he had lost salt by
sweating so much. He knew this in a detached, clinical sort of way,
the same way he knew that the square concrete platform he had just
shuffled across was a helipad. But knowing these things did nothing
to help the pounding in his head, or make it any easier to keep
himself from vomiting, and losing more of his precious bodily
fluids to the desert dust.

 


At last he reached the steel
door. No way that’s going to
open, he
thought. This is the kind of place where
the doors are always locked. But then he
noticed a square plastic pad set into the wall next to the door. He
recognized it as an electronic lock, the kind that required some
kind of card-key access. Many of Stan’s own office buildings used
them. He had also noticed that electronic devices didn’t work too
well around here for some reason. He tried the doorknob, and sure
enough the door pulled open. Stan stepped through the threshold
into a stifling darkness.

 


He stood in the doorway for a few seconds,
letting in the light from outside. A hallway stretched off into the
shadows before him. A set of double doors stood in the wall to his
right. The double doors had glass windows in them, through which he
could see a faint blue glow.

 


Stan hesitated. This was what he had come all
this way for, after wandering in the desert all day. But something
inside of him quailed at the thought of entering this place. As hot
and thirsty and desperate for rescue as he was, a mindless swell of
fear filled him as he stood at salvation’s very doorstep. Try as he
might, he could not strangle it down.

 




Stop being an old
fool, he thought. Get in there and find some water!

 


But still he stood, unable to move.

 


A dire voice rose in his
mind. Something dangerous is in there. This
place is not safe.

 


It’s dangerous
outside, his conscious mind
responded. Even supposing something in here
might hurt you, the heat and Sun outside will definitely kill you!
Now move it!

 


With every last ounce of strength and courage
at his command, Stan stepped forward. The door swung shut behind
him with an echoing boom. Now the only light was the blue glow
coming from the windows in the double doors. It flickered like a
fire. Stan was not yet ready to face the darkness of the long
hallway in front of him, so he turned to his right to go through
the double doors.

 


When he turned, he almost slipped. Dust must
have drifted inside somehow. Little piles of it had formed here and
there on the floor. It made the linoleum slippery when he walked
over it.

 


Looking through the windows, he saw the
double doors opened upon a garage. Large toolboxes and workbenches
lined the walls. Two flatbed trucks stood in front of a pair of
enormous steel doors, which must lead outside. Both of them were
closed now. Next to the trucks sat a small metal trailer. It was
the kind of thing you could pull behind a car, about ten feet wide
and twenty feet long. Except this trailer had an extension welded
to the hitch at the front of it. It looked like a pretty hasty job
too, judging by the beads. A curving piece of metal rose up in
front of it to about the height of an average man’s chest. Here a
metal pipe had been welded onto it sideways, like a big set of
handlebars. It looked like the trailer had been hastily adapted to
be pulled by a pair of men, one on each side of the handlebars.

In the back of the trailer lay a large wooden
crate. It was smashed open, like it had fallen from a good height,
and something lay in the center of the smashed boards. Stan
couldn’t tell from where he was standing, but it looked like some
kind of metal object, maybe a meter long.

 


From out of a crack in the side of this
object came a ray of flickering blue light.

 


Stan remembered the crashed helicopter, with
the tire tracks leading away from it. Had some poor bastards been
made to pull this object all the way from the crashed helicopter to
this base? Why hadn’t they just used the trucks?

 


He pushed through the doors. This place
seemed to have lost all power. The lights were dark and the air
conditioning was certainly not working. The air throbbed with heat.
His thirst lay heavy upon him. His head felt like a great
kettledrum, upon which a giant was pounding a pair of enormous
hammers. He felt tired, achy, confused, but most of all he felt
old. So very old. And now, in this dark, unfamiliar, labyrinthine
place, he had found a light. It flickered hypnotically, drawing him
in like a moth. Without really thinking, he shuffled towards
it.

 


The dark cylindrical object lying among the
broken boards of the crate did not resemble any piece of machinery
or equipment Stan had ever seen. He didn’t recognize the metal of
which it was made, or any of the various devices attached to the
main body of the thing. Some of these devices and protrusions
looked broken, and some were snapped off, as if the object had once
been connected to a larger structure. A row of strange symbols ran
down the length of it. They didn’t look like any language, diagram,
or mathematical symbol Stan had ever seen before. The crack ran
crosswise through this row of symbols. Motes of airborne dust
danced in the blue rays emanating from it.

 


To produce this light, the object must have
some sort of power source, but Stan couldn’t see anything like a
battery or generator connected to it. Maybe it was itself a source
of power, some kind of reactor. None of the symbols on the outside
of it looked like the universal radioactivity symbol, but it might
not be safe to remain near it. He would go, but before leaving he
leaned down to brush his fingers across the symbols written on the
side of it. A layer of dust had formed across them, and he wanted
to get a clear look at them before he left. He had not yet lost the
sense that this whole adventure could yield a profitable
opportunity, and this strange object sitting unprotected in an
abandoned military base just might be greatest opportunity of his
life. Who knew what kind of technology this thing represented? Was
it some kind of secret military experiment, or something even more
exotic? Stan had always dismissed the conspiracy theories of alien
technology taken from crashed spaceships being held by the
government, but now, gazing at this mysterious device, anything
seemed possible. The object was a mystery. What Stan wanted, on a
subconscious level that he was not even aware of, was to reach out
and touch that mystery.

 


The instant his fingertips brushed it, an
electric current shot straight up his arm. He recoiled, his feet
slipped in the dust and he fell backwards onto his butt, nearly
breaking his coccyx. Wincing in pain, he hauled himself to his
feet, moving with the painful slowness of an old man trying to rise
up after a fall. Then he staggered through the double doors and out
of the garage.

 


He turned right down the dark hallway, moving
in blind panic and hope. His only thought now was to find water.
The hallway turned to the left, and then Stan found himself in a
kind of cafeteria, filled with tables and lit by sunlight coming in
through a row of windows on the far side of the room. Standing
against the opposite wall, he saw the answer to his prayers: an ice
machine.

 


He staggered across the room to it. Opening
the little door in front he saw that all the ice had melted. No
power, of course. But that was just fine. Now the ice machine was
filled with water. Stan dunked his head in and drank.

 


He finally had to stop when his stomach
cramped. He stood up, sputtering and clutching his middle.

 


Too fast,
he thought. Too
fast. And then he
fainted dead away.

 


He did not know how much time had passed when
he finally woke up. The light coming in the windows had moved
across the floor and dimmed. Every muscle in his body ached. He
could barely move. Where the hell were his rescuers? While
struggling back to consciousness he had entertained the notion that
he would wake up in a nice comfy hospital bed in an air-conditioned
private room, surrounded by his admiring business partners (not
family, he had alienated most of his natural family) with scores of
reporters standing outside, just waiting for a chance to hear how
the heroic adventurer Stan Owens had survived his harrowing plane
crash and long trek through the desert. Instead, he was still in
the cafeteria of the abandoned military base, lying on the floor
next to the ice machine and trying not to puke his guts up.

 


After several minutes he managed to pull
himself up to his hands and knees. A wave of nausea hit him. He
held still for a minute, waiting for it to pass with his head
hanging down and his butt in the air, like some fag, like his son,
waiting to take it up the ass.

 


While in this position, Stan saw that the
fingertips of his right hand had turned brown down to the first
knuckle. Even the fingernails looked withered.

 


He made the connection immediately. He had
touched the strange object in the garage with this hand. It had
done something to him and caused his fingers to rot. He thought of
the blue light emitting from it. Radiation suddenly seemed much
more likely.

 


Afraid now, Stan crawled over to the nearest
table and, grabbing the edge of it, used it to haul himself to his
feet. He immediately slumped down into a chair. He put his face in
his hands and tried to think.

 


No one knew he was here. That was his first
problem. He had to attract attention somehow. The smoke from the
plane would draw rescuers to the crash. There was a chance they
might find this place while looking for him. However, Stan now
believed that the object in the garage was interfering with any
electronic device that came close to this place. It may have even
been the reason his plane malfunctioned when he flew over it. If
the vehicles of any rescuers came near, they could break down
before they reached this place. And if the crashed helicopter was
any indication, it meant it would be very difficult for any
rescuers to reach him here. At the very least, it would take them
much longer to reach him on foot. Looking down at his hand, Stan
wondered how much time he had.

 


When he brought his hands down from his face,
Stan saw plates of old, desiccated food lying on the tables.
Glasses of iceless water, rancid milk and flat soda stood here and
there. Whoever had left this place had left it in a hurry. Stan
figured he had better follow their example.

 


He got up and went to the windows. The
shadows had slanted towards the afternoon, but it would still be
blazing hot outside. Stan figured sunset was several hours away.
Water or no, he didn’t think he could make it back to the crash
site in this heat. He had to wait it out. In the meantime though,
he wanted to put as much distance between himself and the thing in
the garage as possible.

 


A hallway ran eastwards away from the
cafeteria. That seemed like a good place to start. Crossing the
cafeteria, he turned left to go down the hall. Eventually he came
to a row of offices. Offices had phones. Not much of a chance that
they would work, given the current pattern of things he had seen so
far, but it was still worth a try. Stan turned left into the first
one he came across.

 


The office was tiny compared to his spacious
facilities at Owens International in Las Vegas. It was the sort of
room where he would dump his middle management drones and HR reps.
A premanufactured desk with overhanging shelves stood against the
far wall. Patriotic, motivational posters hung on the other walls.
Next to one such poster (which declared, “YOU are the first line of
defense!”) hung a portrait of the President, who always looked like
a smirking dimwit in Stan’s opinion. Pale blue paint on the walls,
piles of paper on the desk. Smiling faces shone from gilded picture
frames standing amid the drifts of bureaucracy. Next to the dark
computer monitor sat a black office phone.

 


He rushed inside and snatched up the
receiver. No dial tone. He couldn’t bring himself to think of it as
dead. Without thinking, he tapped the switch a few times, then
tried to dial 9, thinking that maybe it would give him an outside
line.

 


As soon as he pressed the button his right
index finger broke off at the first joint.

 


He felt no pain, none at all, so at first his
mind couldn’t register what had just happened. When his hand went
too far forward, he thought for a moment that maybe the phone had
collapsed. Then it finally clicked, and looking down he saw the tip
of his right index finger broken clean off and disintegrated all
over the desktop into a scatter of coarse brown dust.

 


He held his hand up in front of his face,
shocked. Looking at the stump of his finger he saw that the tip was
gummy with blood, but not gushing like it should have been. As he
watched, the blood dried, crumbled, and tumbled down his palm, as
the rest of his finger started to darken.

 


And then finally, in his mind, everything
came together.

 


The piles of dust covering the clothes in the
hallways and outside. The surgical pins lying among the security
guard’s clothes outside, also in a pile of dust. The piles of dust
in the seats of the crashed helicopter. The radiation coming from
the artifact in the garage.

 


“Oh no,” the old man moaned. “Oh no, no
no!”

 


He dropped the phone and staggered backwards
out of the office. The holster with the gun in it fell unnoticed to
the floor. To hell with this place. He had drunk his fill of water,
now he would take his chances in the desert.

 


He scrambled back to the door through which
he had entered this building. When he pushed on the door to open it
the first two fingers of his right hand broke off and shattered on
the floor, as if they were made of dried clay. Dust drifted from
the holes where his fingers had been.

 


He thought of his ex-wife. She had been
thirty years younger than him and still he had cheated on her with
half a dozen women. She had divorced him, taken half his money and
was now living with her twenty-year-old lover in San Diego. If he
survived this he would go to her and beg for forgiveness.

 


He staggered into the blinding sunlight. In
his panic he had left his makeshift parasol behind. Forget it. He
ran to the open gate.

 


A cramp seized his stomach. He felt his gorge
rise and he staggered to a halt, seizing his middle. But what came
out was not vomit but great hot cloud of dust, which drifted away
in a hazy brown cloud.

 


If I survive this I will find Stan Jr. again
and tell the world he’s my son and that I love him!

 


He managed to find his feet and ran with a
panicked old man’s hobbling stride through the gate. He stopped,
whirling in panic, and when he saw the cloud of smoke from his
plane rising in the distance, he saw next to it a smaller, lighter
cloud rising as well. A cloud of dust, but this was the kind that
would rise from behind a moving vehicle. One that was coming
towards him.

 


He shouted, “Here! I’m here!” And then he had
doubled over, coughing out great brown clouds of dust. Dust clogged
his vision. It was pouring from his eyes instead of tears.

 


He managed to run two steps towards the
vehicle in the distance, and then his legs broke off at the knees
and he fell to the ground. His legs had already disintegrated by
the time he pulled himself back up. Dust poured from his stumps. As
he clawed at the ground in his attempts to crawl forward, his right
arm broke off at the elbow and turned to dust.

 


“Help me!” Stan screamed. “Please help
m—“

 


His lower jaw broke off and landed with a
plop on the ground in front of him. For an instant he saw his own
tongue squirming like a worm between his lower teeth, the white
gleam of his jawbone, and then it too withered to dust and was
scattered by the wind.

 


His last thought was of his
son. Stannie, I’m sorry! I’m so
sorry!

 


And then a dust devil rose up out of the
desert, a whirlwind such as the one that had visited Job. It came
upon him in a whoosh, and he was gone. The four winds took the dust
of his remains and scattered his clothes.

 


The engine of the approaching car died long
before reaching the abandoned base. The men inside saw the white
buildings in the distance and thought perhaps their missing boss
had taken shelter inside of them. They got out and walked on to
investigate, leaving behind their footprints in the drifting dust,
which lay everywhere like sands around the decaying statue of an
ancient king.

 


 


The End

 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


If you enjoyed this story,
you may also enjoy the stories of my collection,
Strange Times, available
on Smashwords and for the Amazon Kindle for only $1.29, as well as
my novels Peculiar, MO and The Storms of Eternity.
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