Chapter 1

Aaron Kuck settled into his spot on the cocoa-colored leather couch. His spot was on the left if one was facing the couch, next to the armrest. It was easy to pick out, as most of the color on the seat cushion had disappeared, the surface now a dirty tan, marked and worn from years of repeated use. The cushion also held a permanent indentation, molded to Kuck, one that had ceased to rebound after use long ago. The armrest was not in much better shape, and the back of the couch revealed corresponding wear, but not to the degree of the seat cushion.
Kuck’s wife, Judy, had suggested they look at a replacement, but Aaron had ignored her. She had tried to cover the couch with throws and even a cover she had purchased online, but Aaron did not care for the feel of them. They had been discarded, except for a throw that remained over the back of the couch that she would drape over her legs on chilly Minnesota winter nights.
The couch was where they sat when they watched television in the evenings. The viewing would begin while they ate supper, plates on their laps, their drinks on the table in front of the couch. Judy would sometimes set her drink, when she was having wine, on a small oak end table to her left, like she wanted to make certain Aaron didn’t reach over and take a sip. She liked her wine.
Family dinners had been spent around an oak table in a nook just off the kitchen. Aaron and Judy had continued to eat dinner together at the kitchen table after the children had left home. This had gone on for a year or two before dinnertime had migrated to the bar in the kitchen. It was just easier than walking over to the table. They would still talk some, as they had at the table, but there wasn’t a great deal to say after thirty years of marriage and the children off on their own. It wasn’t long before one of them had suggested watching television while they ate. Aaron was sure it was Judy, but he really didn’t remember. The silence during dinner at the bar had become uncomfortable, so he was agreeable to the move.
Eating while watching television had become the norm. It hadn’t happened all at once, more like a gradual acceptance that this was the easiest thing to do at night rather than try to think of things to talk about.
Aaron was in his spot on one end of the couch, and Judy was at the other end, like there were still going to be kids between them. They both hoped that grandkids would occupy the space, but their children seemed in no hurry to make that happen.
Judy would often play games on her laptop while she watched television after dinner, or look at Facebook, or sometimes text with her friends. She would ask Aaron about things she would miss on the programs they watched, which would draw an irritated response from her husband telling her that she should pay attention. Lately, he had started to ignore her questions. He told himself this would get her to watch the programs if she was really interested—his excuse for not responding to her requests—and he had told his wife as much. But he knew there was more to it.
They used to sit together on the couch when the kids were in bed or out for the night; sometimes, Judy would rest her head on his shoulder as they watched a program or a movie. But that, too, had stopped years ago for no particular reason that he could remember. Now, the gap on the couch between them seemed a dark chasm, not to be breached. It was what Aaron remembered life was like for his parents in their retirement, along with their sniping at each other, so he supposed that was just the way things went.
Aaron was watching his wife tonight as she worked at a game of solitaire on her computer. Just the name of the game seemed to express how he felt he was living his life. He was now sixty-four, and since his birthday a month earlier, something inside his mind, a tiny piece, had suddenly become active. It had its own voice. Quiet, not demanding, but insistent. It reminded him that he had a single year until he would be sixty-five, until he would retire. And then it reminded him that his father had only lived until he was seventy-two, and that the time he had left on this earth would end sooner than later.
Aaron used to look forward to watching television, but now the damn voice made that nearly impossible. He could be in the middle of a program, completely content, when the voice, strangely like his mother’s, would remind him the end was closing in. His end. Like he should feel guilty about spending an hour, or three, watching television. Hours he would never get back.
The voice was not only there when he watched television’ it had him examining everything he did, questioning the purpose, making him wonder if there wasn’t something more important he could be doing. More lasting and meaningful. Like getting more out of his relationship with his wife.
Aaron had decided to talk to Judy about it. He would not tell her about the voice—that was a little too much. This was going to be difficult for him without bringing that up. About the only time he talked about his inner thoughts were when she questioned him. She would look at his face and seem to know that he needed to let something out. But that, too, seemed to have passed.
He opened his mouth to say something to Judy about what he was feeling when the phone in the pocket of his fleece vibrated—a text of some kind. Probably an ad. He’d been getting a lot of those recently.
Aaron looked at his phone, stood, and said, “I gotta go.”
“Will you be long?” his wife asked.
“I don’t know. Damn new pigs.”
As he walked toward the door to the garage, his wife called out after him, “Watch out for deer.”
Lot of good that will do, Aaron thought. She might as well have just told him to be careful. Deer were always out at this time of night, and especially now in the fall. Not much you could do about the damn things. Stupidest animals he’d ever seen. One ran directly into the side of his truck once, like it had never even seen him. Stupid animal.
Aaron pulled on his jacket and replied, “Okay,” before going into the garage.
Aaron was now in his fourth year of working for Trans North America, or TNA, an oil pipeline company based in Canada. Prior to that, he had been in the maintenance area of the Bemidji school district in North Central Minnesota. He had announced his retirement after thirty years, set to live the life of leisure on his pension, when a buddy who used to work in the school district had told him about the job as a pump station operator, working for TNA; had said they paid twenty bucks an hour more than he’d been making at the school district for doing close to nothing, and he could still collect his pension at the same time.
Aaron thought that sounded like a pretty good idea. He liked to fish, but he didn’t hunt or have any other hobbies, so he just didn’t think he was ready to park his butt on the couch all day. Besides, with the extra money, he could get that new boat he had been thinking about, assuming Judy would agree.
The pump station was a little over fifteen miles from his home, about a twenty-minute drive, except at times during the winter. The pump station was south of town, and the roads he took were not the first to be cleared after it snowed. With the undulating hills in the area, the roads tended to drift over in spots, making it a treacherous drive, especially when he needed to drive to and from the station in the dark of the short winter days. But tonight there was no snow. The air was cool, like it was hinting at things to come, but the snow would wait.
The leaves had started to turn, a few maples and poplar trying to decide who would be first, but none had decided it was time to leave their branches. He spotted the glowing eyes of three deer as he drove, but no other creatures or vehicles. He had seen bear and an occasional wolf on this trip, along with plenty of raccoons, porcupines, and skunks, but they had stayed in the woods, watching him pass tonight.
Aaron turned his truck off the road and proceeded down the half-mile-long gravel drive to the pump house. A ten-foot-high chain-link fence surrounded the pump house. Lights that were on twenty-four hours a day gave it the look of a small prison, which was about how Aaron felt each time he arrived.
His buddy had been right about the amount of work he was required to do as a pump house operator. Sure, there was a learning curve, like with any new job, and there were new regulations and requirements he needed to keep up with, along with the need to learn to adjust what he did to accommodate new equipment. But, mostly, Aaron spent a good portion of the day playing games, watching movies on his pad, or reading. He considered taking up hunting while he was there. The deer were everywhere and seemed unafraid, but he deemed that not to be wise because of the security cameras outside the building.
The higher fence with barbs on top and the security cameras had been installed in the last two years to deter the vandalism on the line that had increased each year—mostly the work of protestors. They viewed the pipelines as a threat to the environment, which they often were. There were leaks and spills, especially on the older lines that the oil companies used well beyond their expected life cycle, with only mostly cosmetic efforts to clean up any of the contaminated areas.
When a new pipeline was being built, as was now the case in Minnesota, the incidents of vandalism increased at all the existing pipeline stations. But there had never been an incident at this pump house that Aaron was aware of. Judy would point out stories about oil line protests on the news, and TNA would put out bulletins, telling employees they were monitoring situations and doing everything possible to ensure a safe working environment, but Aaron essentially ignored the whole thing.
The message on Aaron’s phone had been an automated message. Whenever one gauge in the pump station measured something outside of a prescribed range, Aaron got a notice requiring him to go to the pump station, where he would investigate and remedy the issue. He had half-expected a message tonight. Every four weeks, the company placed in-line inspection tools called “pigs” in the pipeline to clean it, then to look for metal loss, dents, or cracks. The last time had been four weeks prior.
Just this year, the company had been using a new pig that created sonic waves to identify any potential cracks. The only problem with this pig seemed to be that it was also throwing off the pressure readings. The company had told Aaron it was working on a solution, but the issue had continued to appear for the last six months.
Aaron wasn’t crazy about going in to work at night to handle this. He got paid overtime for it, but it was getting toward that time of year when he did not want to be driving around at night.
Aaron pulled his black F-150 to a stop in front of the gate, got out of the truck, and walked up to unlock the gate. He had just found the key for the padlock on the chain that hung from his jeans when he discovered the key would not be needed tonight.
The chain had been cut.
Aaron inspected the chain in the light of his headlights then peered through the fence at the compound. Everything looked as it should.
He glanced back at his truck, thinking he should turn it off so he could listen for anyone who might still be inside the compound. Or maybe just call the cops; let them look around. It wasn’t his job to do that, and he had no interest in confronting someone doing damage to the place.
He swept his eyes over the compound again, seeing no movement. He had been told by TNA that he should call the police if there was an issue, but he had also been told that those calls cost TNA one hundred fifty dollars each. Aaron had gotten the message.
“Aw, hell.” Aaron pushed the gate open, got back in his truck, and drove slowly through the gate.
Nothing looked out of place as he crawled along, and he saw no one.
Aaron parked in front of the pump house, rolled down his window, turned off his engine, and listened. All was quiet.
About to reach for his door handle, Aaron froze. In the light from his headlights, he could see the door to the pump house was open, the handle to the door missing.
“Shit.”
There had been no incidents of vandalism at Aaron’s pump station or the connected lines he was responsible for in the time he had worked for TNA. The recent incidents had been mostly tied to the construction of a new pipeline running north of Bemidji, almost a hundred miles away. Existing pipelines, at least in this area, seemed to be unbothered. At least, until now.
Aaron wondered if the vandals had done something to the controls inside the pump station that had triggered the warning message on his phone. Maybe it wasn’t the pigs? And then he wondered if whoever had done this was still inside. He couldn’t see any light coming through the door.
While he listened more intently, Aaron watched for any sign of light inside the pump house. He scanned the compound again but saw no vehicles or 4-wheelers. They could be there, hidden behind the pump house or a tank inside the enclosure, but he had the feeling whoever had broken in was gone.
Almost as soon as he thought that, he remembered the gate, the gate that had been closed. Why do that? Maybe you did it when you were still in the compound? An open gate would be suspicious to anyone passing by. But who was going to be out here at night? The road dead-ended at the drive for the pump station. No reason for anyone to be out here, and no reason for anyone causing damage to close the gate, before or after they left.
He leaned forward, peering out his windshield at the security camera on the corner of the roof of the pump station. It fed directly to the police station, but there were obviously no police, and he heard no siren. That told him whoever had broken in had just done it and was still here, or had left in a hurry, or the alarm system was not working.
Aaron looked over at the open door, thought about calling the police again, but then he decided he needed to make sure no damage had been done inside before he did.
The door handle was lying on the ground next to the door. Aaron picked it up and could see it had been severely dented. The damage to the door and doorframe was also obvious. Aaron wished he had his gun as he surveyed it. He had purchased a pistol and a conceal and carry permit seven years ago because his buddies at work had convinced him that he needed to protect himself. He had shot at a few trees behind the house after he’d gotten the weapon but had never taken it anywhere. After a few months, his wife had told him that she didn’t like it sitting on their bedside table, so he had locked it away in a small safe in the garage. It was still there.
There was a distinctive high-pitched squeak when Aaron slowly pushed the door fully open with his fingertips. He had never noticed the noise before, but it gave him an eerie feeling, like some old horror movie, so he quickly reached around the frame and found the light switch, half-expecting someone or something would grab his hand or the lights would not work, but neither of those proved to be the case.
Everything looked as he had left it—no mess, nothing out of place. He looked down but could see no evidence that anyone had walked across the tan Berber carpet. The carpet was tight-looped and short-napped, utilitarian, so it would not retain indentations from someone walking on it, but Aaron had thought there might be some dirt or debris if someone had been inside. There was nothing.
“Hello?”
The inside of the pump station was small and functional. The area he was in now had a round table with four office chairs surrounding it where Aaron would often eat his lunch. There was also a vending machine with snacks and another with soft drinks. Aaron could not understand why the machines were needed or how the vending machine company made any money when he was the only occupant of the building and rarely used them.
A short Formica counter, also tan, ran along the wall next to the vending machines. There was a sink there, as well as a coffee machine that Aaron did use. The coffee cup he had washed and rinsed, the one he had received upon retirement from the school district, that said “Good Luck” on the side, sat on the counter where he had left it.
There were only three doors off the area; one opened to a restroom, another to a utility closet—both now closed, as he had left them—and an open door to the control room. A door that he was certain he had closed.
Aaron slowly approached the open control room door, took a deep breath, then leaned inside. The wall to the left of the door was glass, but most of the rectangular room was to the right of the door. There were several monitors with keyboards, a printer, and phone, all sitting on a shelf that matched the counter in the other room. Aaron’s chair was tucked under that shelf, as he had left it.
On the wall behind the monitors, schedules and other notices were pinned. The wall on the far end of the room housed an array of gauges and dials. There were no windows to the outside in the room.
Aaron stepped out of the control room, peeked inside the utility room and bathroom just to be certain he was indeed alone, then returned to the control room.
The phone in his pocket vibrated. Aaron pulled it out and checked the screen, where he found another message about the gauge. Someone in Canada wanted to know if he was responding to the prior message and what he had found. Probably some damn automated message, Aaron thought.
He set his phone on the counter then did a quick check of the gauges in the room. Aaron pulled out his chair and sat in front of one monitor. A few strokes on the keyboard, and he could see that the alarm was as he had expected—the pig had set it off again. He reset the alarm, notified the company control group somewhere in Calgary that the issue had been taken care of, and added that there had been a break-in. He advised them that a door had been broken and a chain cut, and that he would contact someone to have those things repaired. Then he added he would get a new chain and lock on the gate tonight—he had those things at home. He wasn’t crazy about having to drive home then back again, but he felt like he should do that, at least. And he would make time and a half. He then pushed his chair back and stood.
Aaron yawned. It was now close to ten, and he was tired. Not that he had done anything much during the day; he just seemed to get tired about this time every day and assumed that was pretty normal for someone his age. He didn’t like the term “someone his age” when his doctor, or a nurse, or someone else said it to him, but now he was thinking the same thing himself. It made him feel old.
He shut off the lights in the pump station then pulled the door closed as best he could.
About to get in his truck, he decided he better take a walk around the compound to see if anything was amiss. He retrieved a flashlight from his glove compartment then walked among the tanks, pipes, and valves on the property, shining his light in the shadows created by the overhead lighting. He spooked a rabbit that nearly made him fall over backward but saw nothing out of order.
Back by his truck, he trained his light on the front door. There was still an opening between the door’s edge and the frame, too tight for a rabbit but no problem for a mouse. A mouse could be an issue in there, chewing wires, making a nest.
Aaron returned to the door, reached three fingers into the opening where the handle had been, and pulled. The door closed tighter this time, nearly flush to the frame. He found the door handle on the ground and fit it back into the opening, where it sat at an angle. His efforts wouldn’t stop anyone who wanted to enter again, but the building was climate controlled—at least he could keep out some of the cool night air and maybe a few bugs and rodents.
Satisfied he had done enough, Aaron Kuck turned toward his truck and looked into the sky. The clouds had been pushed away, and the stars were so thick above him that he wondered how it was possible they would be gone in the morning. Aaron watched a shooting star pass overhead, thinking this was a good place to live, and that maybe he and Judy needed to get outside and take a walk tomorrow. Maybe they could talk then.
His bare hands had grown cold, so he slid them into his pockets. Both pockets were empty. Aaron was instantly aware he had left his phone in the building.
“Crap,” he muttered. Now he would need to open the door again, ruining his work to seal it.
He stepped back up to the door, grabbed the handle he had just reinserted, then pushed.
The pump house exploded.
