
        
            
                
            
        

    
	She failed to save her brother and her best friend from destructive forces. Could she topple the most sinister villain of all time?

	 

	 

	2037 was a really bad year.

	Lexi Brennan’s best friend was killed in a plane crash. Two weeks later, an intergalactic crisis threatened the fate of humanity. Authorities responded by launching a genocide.

	Lexi opposed this vicious attack. Then again, what could she do? An eccentric flight attendant drawn to glamorous trysts, she felt powerless to incite change.

	Until tragedy struck close to home. Suddenly, Lexi was forced to acknowledge the widespread atrocities. She uncovered a network of lies along with an opportunity to restore basic human rights. To protect others, Lexi would have to launch a movement that could destroy everything important to her, including her promising new romance.
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	Dedication

	 

	 

	To the romantics who view love and justice as inextricable forces. To the optimists who envision better days, then fight like hell to attain them.

	 

	You are a catalyst for change in this aching world. Lexi’s story is also yours.

	 


 

	 

	Prologue: August 27, 2037

	 

	 

	The moment the sky exploded, Lexi Brennan was trying to remember how her companion looked naked. It had only been a week since their previous encounter, but the details felt hazy.

	Lexi and the man were nestled into a corner booth at a bar near Santa Fe Regional Airport. They were both fully clothed with the mutual expectation of ending the night otherwise.

	Was it big? Lexi wondered, equal parts intrigue and boredom. Probably average.

	Nothing memorable, at any rate.

	A clap of thunder shook the building. Self-generating diode lights flickered overhead. There was a brief pause before a second thunderous roar erupted in the distance.

	Lexi dug her nails into her legs. She exhaled slowly. An indentation on her left thigh oozed one dot of blood. Staring at the red bubble, she shook her head. She’d pressed too hard this time. The hemoglobin fountain bursting from her skin was a rare mistake. Lexi rubbed the spot with the hem of her shorts. She pressed the fabric against her leg until the well ran dry.

	Across the booth, deep brown eyes and a scruffy beard observed her curiously. The man’s t-shirt was one size too small, presumably to show off his hard-earned biceps. Lexi simultaneously loathed and loved his generic style. The guy was a walking cliché.

	Lexi knew she was one, too.

	“Everything okay?” the man asked.

	Lexi nodded, swallowing her embarrassment. She hated her visceral response to loud noises. It had started at age sixteen, when the crack of a fallen chair ripped through her home. That sound signaled the end of Lexi’s adolescence and the beginning of her inescapable journey into hell.

	“Let’s order some food,” her companion suggested. It seemed like a feeble attempt to carry on as normal.

	Lexi found the gesture endearing.

	While she pulled up the digital menu in the center of the table, a chorus of buzzes erupted from EarLinks throughout the bar. Lexi sighed, assuming it was another media stunt from the nation’s unhinged president. That crazy asshole had been on a tirade recently.

	Tucking a strand of hair behind her ear, Lexi leaned forward. She angled her body just right, with the top of her camisole plunging down her neck.

	“I can’t stop thinking about last time,” she lied. She swirled her vodka cranberry before taking a swig. “Amazing. Next-level shit.”

	The man opened his mouth to speak, then promptly closed it. Frowning, he tapped a finger to his ear.

	Lexi sighed, trying to squash her growing frustration. This is why the silence function exists. VirtuAlarms go off ten times a day. The President’s newest rant can wait. Ugh. Why didn’t I go see that woman from last week’s flight to New York?

	Lexi bit her lip. Maybe she should be tangled up with that chick, Sierra something-or-other, instead of lying about this guy’s impressive bedroom skills, which were little more than a vodka-induced blur.

	She’d had her reasons, though. New Mexico was an easier trip. One flight here, two flights back tomorrow. Nineteen hours to spend in the arms of this stranger. What was that, two rounds’ worth? Possibly three, Lexi had figured. Assuming the man didn’t get too drunk. Whiskey dick had ruined plenty of nights in her three years’ worth of flying. It was one of the many perks to being with women.

	Lexi exhaled slowly as she skimmed the menu. Her gaze landed on the hatch green chile queso. Jorge had introduced her to the joys of spicy New Mexico cuisine a few years back. Since that magical moment, Lexi had never been disappointed. Not once.

	In a flourish, she resolved to hang out with Jorge the following week. She’d drive to his apartment with a bottle of prosecco. The one with the translucent peachy-pink label. His favorite.

	It was the least Lexi could do after hosing her best friend. She’d left him in the dust again. Jorge had tried to mask his disappointment, but it was obvious.

	Lexi and Jorge had promised to buddy bid the whole summer. Their goal was to endure the busy season together, busting their asses on full flights with screaming babies and disheveled parents. They’d planned to suffer through the madness one trans-continental flight at a time. And then laugh about it on their overnights, presumably while drunk.

	But Lexi couldn’t keep a promise to save her life.

	She silently apologized to her best friend. He was jetting up the East Coast, somewhere between Charleston and Philly. On a work trip Lexi had agreed to cover with him. Until her cravings had gotten the best of her.

	This was the fourth trip Lexi had backed out of, ditching her absolute favorite human at SkyLine Airways in pursuit of another cheap hookup. Four swapped trips over the course of two months. Lexi’s buddy-bidding track record was less than stellar.

	Priorities. Lexi exhaled slowly, aware of how twisted hers were.

	Her focus dropped below her companion’s waist as she contemplated whether this dude, this strapping nobody she’d met on a flight last week, was worth ditching her best friend. She sure hoped so.

	Lexi placed a hand on the man’s arm.

	“Um, Alexis,” he stammered, his expression inscrutable.

	Lexi frowned. “Nobody calls me that.” Thoughts of delicious queso evaporated. She was no longer hungry, just eager to do the deed. Her patience was waning.

	She slid her drink toward the center of the table, wishing she’d set up ThumbPay like Colin had urged on countless occasions. If she’d heeded her brother’s advice, she could press a finger to the scanner embedded in the table’s wooden surface and leave. She could avoid additional dialogue and get down to business.

	But Lexi had boycotted the two-second ThumbPay setup. It quickly became a running joke in the Brennan family, and she decided to keep it that way, just to hear Colin laugh. Didn’t matter that it was at her expense.

	So instead of swiping her hand across the scanner like every other human being on the planet, Lexi had to wait for an invoice to pop up on her phone and authorize it with ocular swipes. Like a freaking dinosaur.

	“Sorry. I meant Lexi,” the man corrected himself.

	By this point, Lexi had forgotten he’d even gotten her name wrong. She faked a smile.

	“Something’s happening,” the guy said breathlessly. “Are you seeing this?”

	“Another absurd press conference?”

	He shook his head. “This is different. It’s bad. The predictions were wrong.”

	“The meteor shower, you mean?” Lexi pulled her phone from her pocket. A single ocular swipe turned on AutoScan, and a thousand notifications came flooding in. She blinked as the messages scrawled across her cornea, one after the next. There were too many. She couldn’t keep up.

	Her first concern was her brother’s safety.

	AutoScan—Colin Brennan, she screamed internally, summoning the faint electrodes that routinely scanned her scalp for impulses. Where are you? Are you safe?

	Lexi sent the message with a double blink. The VirtuAlarms had mentioned Baltimore, Seattle, and a few other cities, but Lexi hadn’t seen anything about San Francisco or Sacramento. She bit her lip, waiting for a response from her brother.

	AutoScan—Colin Brennan, I’m worried, kid. Call me.

	No answer.

	Wordlessly, Lexi grabbed her purse and darted for the exit. She needed to see it. She had to know for sure.

	The midnight sky was pierced by jagged red veins. A thousand burgundy fingers tore through the stratosphere like lightning etched in the wrong color. Puffs of smoke dotted the horizon, mushroom clouds rising toward the ominous red ether. From the descriptions and images in Lexi’s VirtuAlarms, it appeared Santa Fe had gotten off easy. Other cities looked like they’d been struck by an atomic bomb.

	The world was blazing. The sky was breaking apart in pieces.

	AutoScan—Jorge Rodrigues, I didn’t see your texts ‘til just now. They’re grounding all planes immediately? Scary stuff. Wish I was there with you. Where’s your plane landing?

	With a rapid-fire double blink, Lexi sent the message.

	Jorge’s response flitted across Lexi’s cornea. His words felt frantic. Can’t get down. Capitol Hill is burning. Dense population, nowhere to land. 80 miles from Dulles Airport. I don’t think we’ll make it.

	Lexi read the last sentence and crumbled. She fell to her knees on the hot New Mexico concrete, sirens blaring in the distance and meteors crashing to the ground with a fiery scarlet vengeance.

	“No,” she begged the universe. “Please, no.”

	Her vision blurred. Lexi ached to rip her skin off her body, inch by inch, melting into a heap of exposed veins. It was so enticing. It was what she deserved, truly.

	She should’ve been on that airplane with Jorge. Self-reproval spun through her mind on an endless loop. Should have, should have, should have, you piece of shit.

	She gasped for air.

	AutoScan—Colin Brennan, dial right now, she instructed, calling her brother via electrical impulses connected to her cranium. Five beeps sounded in her ear, then the line went dead.

	Tears rolled down Lexi’s cheeks as she mentally composed another note to her best friend at SkyLine.

	AutoScan—Jorge Rodrigues, don’t talk that way. You will land safely. Reagan International probably has space for diverted aircraft. You’ll be fine. I promise.

	As she waited for Jorge’s reply, she dug her nails into her leg, reopening the wound on her thigh. She picked at it, forcing the gash to widen. It was the size of a dime, then a quarter. She kept pulling, peeling, exposing her insides. She wanted her entire soul to leak out.

	“Don’t leave me, Jorge,” she whispered. “Don’t you dare leave me.”

	Colin tried to leave all the time. Lexi couldn’t handle another loss. She needed Jorge. He was her partner in crime, her other half. He was the best thing about being a flight attendant.

	Words appeared in front of Lexi’s eyeball. Her chest tightened.

	I don’t think we—Jorge began.

	“What?” Lexi murmured aloud. Her hands fell to her sides, limp. “What is it, J.R.?”

	Lexi craned her neck toward the red-streaked sky. She shouted, pleaded, implored her buddy bidder to write back. She wanted to hear details about his safe landing, after the pilots found an open runway someplace in Maryland or perhaps Delaware.

	Arms clasped around Lexi’s waist, dragging her back into the restaurant. She kicked and screamed, fighting to stay outside. She wanted the sky to collapse on her and drag her into the deep black unknown. She didn’t deserve the safety of four solid walls and a roof. She didn’t deserve to be in a city that had received minimal damage from the celestial hellfire.

	Lexi began to chuckle as she was forced back inside the restaurant. She could barely breathe from laughing so hard. Through narrowed eyelids, Lexi saw customers and staff staring at her in disbelief. She continued flailing her limbs. She laughed with all her might, a deep guttural guffaw that echoed through the bar.

	When a VirtuAlarm informed Lexi that two planes in the Northeast had been struck down, she was convinced she’d dreamt the whole thing. The aircraft she was supposed to be on that night had not burst into flames. No way, no how. Jorge was not dead. Lexi would wake up soon, she knew. She would call him. They’d talk about her silly nightmare, her tendency to imagine the worst possible scenario, her bizarre fear of erupting into laughter during a moment of crisis.

	Lexi would wake up and chat with Jorge for hours. And she would not swap out of their next scheduled airline trip.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	Jason Bresline was finishing a soggy cheesesteak when his armband lit up with an urgent alert.

	Employee 89348, Repairs needed for SK949. Landing in one minute. Fourteen-inch hole in fuselage above forward galley. Smoke reported.

	“What the—” Jason stumbled backward, nearly knocking his chair into the makeshift kitchen counter. There were no SkyLine flights scheduled to arrive in Nashville for half an hour.

	The letters on his arm shifted, displaying additional information about the mystery aircraft.

	SK949 follow-up report—structural damage severe. Hole in galley floor. Pilots believe object is lodged in cargo compartment. No known injuries. Additional repairs needed on six planes landing before 22:30. More information to follow.

	A splash of color flooded his peripheral vision. Jason turned to the west side of the break room as neon letters materialized on the wall. A nanoscreen had sprung to life, illuminating the chipped paint with its ominous crimson warning.

	Emergency procedures activated. SkyLine Airways unplanned landings in Nashville—SKY9119, tail no. 949—one minute, SKY2654, tail no. 7117—three minutes, SKY573, tail no. 332—four minutes, SKY466, tail no. 5525—seven minutes.

	Jason’s armband synced with the countdown on the wall, tracking the arrival of Flight 9119. He stared at the numbers, assuming there had been a system-wide malfunction. Had a nanoscreen at Headquarters imploded? Maybe the system had been hacked? Everyone at corporate swore up and down that SkyLine’s tech systems were untouchable. They’d hired the best and brightest minds in the world to ensure there would be no meltdowns, no fatal mishaps.

	But just a few years ago, DefenderTech had hacked its way into top-secret documents belonging to the world’s most ruthless despot. So anything was possible, really. Hackers held all the cards. No person or business was ever bulletproof.

	59 seconds from touchdown. 58. 57. 56.

	The nanoscreen switched to an alert issued by the Department of Transportation. All public transport had been halted, effective immediately. People were advised to take shelter until further notice.

	Jason couldn’t make sense of these directives. What had changed since he’d ordered a sandwich at the food court? Twenty-five minutes ago, everything had been routine. Calm. Predictable.

	He yanked his phone from his pocket so hard that he nearly dropped it. With a flick of his eye, he activated AutoScan. SkyLine executives could trace his activity if they chose to do so. They’d see Jason had turned on the restricted function during his shift. Right now, that didn’t matter. He needed to know what the hell was happening.

	Once AutoScan was activated, messages rolled in at an impossible speed. Horrific descriptions sped across Jason’s cornea. The meteors had veered off course. Astrophysicists claimed it was an anomaly, some type of gravitational glitch that defied science.

	Jason shook his head. How is this even possible? How does gravity just fail?

	The meteors, which were not supposed to penetrate the Earth’s atmosphere, had done exactly that. Even worse, they’d split apart in the process. Oversized space bullets, threatening enough in their original form, had become deadly cosmic buckshot. Thousands of sharp fragments had pummeled major cities. And the hits kept coming. Splintered meteors continued to decimate everything in their path. The world was smoldering.

	A grim voice echoed through the break room, startling Jason. “Essential staff report to base leaders. Do not leave the airport unless advised. Lockdown initiated. Hazardous conditions outside. Stand by for updates.”

	Jason glanced down at his arm band. The letters rearranged themselves, issuing new instructions. Flight 9119 has landed without incident. Report to management before proceeding to SK949.

	Jason called Talia during his quick jog to the mechanics’ meeting room.

	“C’mon, pick up,” he murmured as her phone rang. Five beeps sounded in his ear, then nothing. Maybe she’d gone to work early, Jason reasoned. Talia’s Emergency Room shift didn’t start until eleven o’clock, but they probably needed extra help. After all, the night had taken a shitty turn. Fast.

	But he was puzzled by the fact that Talia hadn’t texted him. The world was on fire. Where was his fiancée?

	A message floated past his cornea.

	Can’t talk. Vella’s home safe. She’s in the master bathroom. ER’s full, all-hands-on-deck. See you tomorrow.

	Jason breathed a sigh of relief at Talia’s update. She was okay. Busy saving lives, as usual. Thankfully, she’d placed Vella in the safest room in the apartment. Still, Jason ached at the thought of his dog all alone, scared and whimpering on the checkered bathroom tile. He silently promised his pup he’d be home soon.

	Inhaling sharply, Jason composed one more text, this time to his parents in Denver. He wasn’t worried about their safety. They’d stay vigilant. They would protect themselves, he knew. His mom, a retired AirBird engineer, was nothing if not level-headed and thorough.

	She’d know exactly what to do in a crisis. Debra Bresline wouldn’t take any chances.

	With a double blink, Jason sent the message. Then he deactivated AutoScan, sucked in a deep breath of air, and entered the conference room. He was the youngest mechanic there by about a decade. He was also the least rattled, which surprised him. A few guys in the corner spoke in hushed voices, their heads tilted down. One was sweating profusely, dark rings soaking through his gray jumpsuit.

	Shelly, the most senior female mechanic in Nashville, was staring blankly ahead. Even from across the room, Jason could see tears pooling in her eyes.

	Rick, who had been with SkyLine for nearly twenty years, lifted a coffee cup to his lips with trembling fingers. Rick was a man of few words. He completed his work at break-neck speed. He always remained calm and collected. No matter what general fuckery was occurring all around him, his repairs were flawless. The guy worked well under pressure. And he’d never emitted so much as a hint of insecurity, not that Jason had seen.

	Until that moment.

	While Jason watched, Rick lowered his coffee cup. His hand shook uncontrollably. A wave of black liquid cascaded over the cardboard rim. Rick grabbed a napkin to wipe at the spot and knocked over the whole damn cup. Expletives slipped from his mouth as he cleaned the soggy mess.

	The shift leader, Kyle, marched to the front of the room and cleared his throat. Everyone turned toward him.

	With his head slightly lowered, Kyle ran through the newest information he’d received from Headquarters. He distributed tasks among the mechanics present and explained that those at home would be called in shortly. By the following morning, SkyLine would have approximately ten damaged aircraft parked in Nashville. Perhaps more. Time would tell.

	Commercial airliners could be grounded indefinitely, depending on the government’s directives. There was no way to predict that yet, Kyle warned, so SkyLine wanted the planes in working order. As many of them as possible. Even the ones with significant damage from meteoric activity.

	Kyle promised to upload supplementary materials to everyone’s armbands within the next fifteen minutes. He advised all employees to don protective equipment when venturing outdoors in case there were lingering cosmic incidents. The meteors appeared to be finished pummeling the planet, he reflected. Then again, nobody had expected their arrival in the first place.

	So, in sum, all bets were off.

	Jason listened as best he could. Kyle’s speech was punctuated by a rattle overhead as plane after plane touched down on Nashville’s runways. The noise had become part of Jason’s soul in recent years. He had learned to distinguish SkyLine’s AirBirds from aircraft bearing other insignia. Each plane model had a unique rumble, an echo all its own.

	Kyle paused, scanning his tablet for updates.

	He informed the group several aircraft wouldn’t make it to Nashville. Instead, they were landing in Knoxville, Memphis, Huntsville, Chattanooga, and other nearby cities. SkyLine might need assistance at outstations. If so, they’d ferry mechanics to those locations or use ground transportation.

	With a heavy sigh, Kyle petitioned his employees for patience. The days and weeks ahead would be a challenge, he admitted. The situation was dynamic. The extent of the meteor damage had yet to be seen.

	Jason swallowed. There had been no lesson on meteor repairs during his training sessions. This was uncharted territory. He was also the least experienced mechanic in the room.

	Still, he’d busted his ass to get there.

	He’d been the only Black mechanic in his SkyLine initial training class three years ago. He’d surpassed everyone’s expectations, including his own, by transitioning to a major carrier at age thirty-two.

	Captain Colleen Johnson’s glowing recommendation had helped, he knew. Her words carried a lot of weight at SkyLine. Ultimately, though, Jason had stood on his own merit. There had been hundreds of sleepless nights and painful sacrifices along the way. He’d scrambled to pay rent for years while earning a wildly inadequate wage at a regional airline. And he had accumulated a dozen awards in the process. Jason had even been featured in a national publication before signing on at SkyLine.

	He could fix these damaged planes, he reminded himself. He’d figure it out. Like he’d done a thousand times before.

	In the past, Jason had devised some incredible solutions to wacky problems. He could do it again. SK949 was probably in the hangar by now, or close to it. He’d head over there and dive into the task at hand. He would fix whatever was broken. He’d find a way.

	Kyle ended the meeting, dispersing everyone to the unknown issues awaiting them in various hangars.

	Jason had almost reached the door to the tarmac when his armband lit up with an alert. Employee 89348—Sensitive information. Do not disclose.

	Jason pressed his thumb to the side of the device, confirming he understood the clandestine nature of the message.

	Meteor struck SK8474, Flight 2434, over Annapolis, MD. Right engine exploded on impact. No survivors.

	Jason stopped in his tracks. The screen displayed five crew members’ names. None of them sounded familiar, but that didn’t matter. This was his airline. These were his people.

	Someone placed a hand on Jason’s shoulder. He turned around to face Shelly, who was in worse shape than he’d ever seen her. The tears were no longer a discreet glint in the corner of her eye. Now they tumbled down her face steadily. Her eyes were bloodshot, two red ovals framing brilliant blue irises. Mascara coated her cheeks like a roadmap drawn in charcoal.

	“I’m sorry,” she mouthed, her words barely audible over the deafening roar of Jason’s own heartbeat.

	He frowned. That we lost a crew? Me, too. Maybe Shelly had known one of the flight attendants or pilots. Maybe they’d been friends.

	“She’s the best, Jason,” Shelly continued. “One of a kind. A real legend.”

	Jason blinked, unsure which crew member Shelly was referring to. His arm buzzed once more, and he stared at the screen in disbelief. Another SkyLine plane had been obliterated. Flight 4339. This time over Olympia, Washington. Six employees had been killed.

	Colleen Johnson’s name illuminated his screen, but Jason knew it was a mistake. That woman was invincible. She was a force to be reckoned with. He’d just passed her in the airport a couple weeks back. After a quick hug, Colleen had shared that she’d been awarded the Denver base. She planned to move out there with her wife and youngest son. Her fiftieth birthday was coming up, and she hoped to settle into her Colorado home before the big day.

	Colorado. That was where Jason and Colleen had met, years ago, climbing the ranks at a commuter airline. Fate had brought them to Nashville a decade later with a different emblem on their uniforms.

	And fate would not rip her away like this, Jason knew. It wasn’t possible.

	He couldn’t fathom a world vicious enough to slaughter the best damn captain at SkyLine Airways. Not under these circumstances. Not on the eve of her fiftieth birthday, with so much to look forward to.

	Colleen was a hero, a leader, and a trailblazer. Jason refused to accept that she was gone.

	 


Chapter One: October 4, 2038

	 

	 

	“Should I get a little, um, creative?” Lexi whispered to Tamika.

	Across the room, a tall man in his thirties stood in front of his seat. His New York accent echoed off the walls as he introduced himself. The guy informed everyone he was based at JFK International Airport, as though his accent wasn’t a dead ringer. He proceeded to tell the class he used to own a candle shop in Manhattan, he’d been flying for nine years, and he was married to a fellow SkyLine Airways flight attendant.

	As the man wrapped up his monologue, Tamika turned to Lexi. A grin spread across her burgundy lips. “Honey, lie your ass off.”

	Lexi nodded. “I was hoping you’d say that.”

	“Forty flight attendants from all twelve hard bases and eight satellite bases,” Tamika mused, her voice smooth and melodic. “You think a single person has told the truth? Anyone?”

	Lexi tilted her head to the side. A beautiful flight attendant stood up, commanding the room. She articulated each word with a type of precision Lexi found equally compelling and suspicious. Zero hesitation between words. Eloquent in a rehearsed way, as though she’d drafted and memorized her introduction the night before. Her hair was curled with impossible consistency, all strands twisted into identical spirals.

	To complete the woman’s aura of perfection, her clothing fit impeccably. A sleek red pencil skirt hugged her hips. The woman looked like a sophisticated avatar of a human being. She had no flaws. None.

	Lowering her gaze, Lexi noticed a pair of sky-high heels. Conference Room 116’s overhead lights, an eco-friendly concoction designed to keep students awake, reflected off the chic black stilettos.

	Lexi sighed, estimating the flight attendant’s shoes to be more expensive than her car. Admittedly, Lexi had an outdated vehicle, a relic from the old days. Her sedan lacked self-driving capability and predated the HoloRoute era, which Lexi viewed as a vintage quirk, like evading ThumbPay even though it made life infinitely easier. Lexi’s entire existence was retro, and she loved it that way. It kept things interesting.

	The next person to stand up was a short guy with massive brown eyes. He opened with a joke about the nomadic lifestyle. A peal of laughter ensued. The man seemed likable despite his nerdiness, or perhaps because of it. He was eager to embrace his dorky side. There was something endearing about that.

	Instantly, Lexi’s mind flashed back to Marco. She had loved his corny riddles. She appreciated how Marco had slid into her world so easily, becoming a Brennan in a few short months. For a while, it had been difficult to imagine the family before his loud, happy arrival.

	Lexi had loved that dynamic. Colin lit up every time Marco reached for his hand. There was no shortage of booze or laughter when Marco was seated at Shawn and Erin’s kitchen table.

	Those were the days before the sky collapsed. Lexi would give anything to travel back in time, but the chrono-technicians had not achieved that feat. Not yet, anyway.

	Lexi missed the hell out of Marco. She missed the way he made her family feel whole. The guy had represented a changing tide. He was supposed to fix the Brennans’ collective problems. Instead, he gave up. Quit mid-stream, a few months before the catastrophic meteor shower.

	Not that Lexi could blame him.

	She released a sigh, struck by the urge to text Colin. She needed to remind him there was a big world out there. Other Marcos. Better ones, maybe. A million ways to find joy, especially now that it was safe to socialize again. Well, mostly safe. For ninety percent of the population, give or take.

	AutoScan—Colin Brennan, you’d love SkyLine Headquarters. Handsome dudes everywhere. Energetic vibe. Wish you were here, kid.

	She waited for the reassuring high-pitched ding to indicate that her message had been delivered. Instead, a dull thud sounded in her ear, reminding Lexi that she’d turned off AutoScan this morning. Disabling AutoScan during training was a strict requirement, one of the conditions Lexi agreed to when she accepted her position as a flight attendant instructor. She was not a fan of the rule, but she didn’t have a say in the matter. So she’d signed on the dotted line and turned off all notifications for the day.

	Lexi glanced up. The flight attendant concluded his introduction by flashing a winning smile. The woman seated next to him, a petite brunette wearing a cute floral sundress, launched into her monologue. She blinked a lot. Her tone was hushed, nearly inaudible. Lexi observed the woman for a moment. She was attractive, with billowy hair and delicate facial features. But the chick seemed painfully straight-edge, which didn’t appeal to Lexi. She found it uninspiring. A little boring, in fact.

	Using ocular swipes, Lexi wrote a note on her company-issued tablet. She used broad strokes to ensure the lettering was big enough for Tamika to see. Then she highlighted the text with a flick of her eye and changed the color to neon blue.

	This lady sounds honest to a fault. I think she’s telling the truth.

	Meh. Even more reason to shake things up, Tamika responded with a swipe of her eye. Get creative. You can be anyone you want, Lexi Brennan.

	The statement gutted Lexi. She’d been attempting to do that for more than half her life. Eighteen years, to be exact.

	Lexi responded with an oversized heart emoji. Then she closed the notes section.

	As the home screen materialized, she spotted the PersonableSpin insignia in the top right corner. Lexi marveled at the tiny icon. She summoned her electrodes to snap a photo for her brother. AutoScan—Send screenshot to Colin Brennan.

	Lexi waited for a clicking sound, then blinked in frustration when she realized she’d made the same exact mistake a minute earlier. AutoScan was still disabled, of course. There would be no electric currents traversing her scalp until after class had ended for the day.

	“Idiot,” she whispered to nobody.

	In one swift motion, Lexi used ocular swipes to highlight the PersonableSpin icon. She tucked the image in a new folder and set a reminder to send the file to her brother on Friday. Colin would have a ton of questions, Lexi knew, accompanied by an equal number of long-term predictions. Lexi hoped that by the end of the week, she’d have something meaningful to contribute to the conversation.

	Out of nowhere, Tamika jabbed her elbow into Lexi’s side. Hard.

	“Sorry. My turn?” Lexi cleared her throat. She hopped to her feet. “Hi, friends and fellow instructors. I’m Alexis Brennan, but everyone calls me Lexi or Lex. I’ve been at SkyLine for eight years.”

	Tamika nodded in approval at the bald-faced lie.

	“I’m based in San Francisco. Used to live in Bakersfield, then Vegas, San Jose, and Los Angeles after that,” Lexi fibbed, surprised by the cities she’d rattled off with ease. “But Sacramento is my hometown. I moved back a couple years ago.”

	“Ball-sack town!” someone hollered from across the room.

	Lexi offered a curt nod. “Yep. Born and raised in The Sac. Let’s see... favorite layover is Port of Spain, Trinidad. I also love ziplining in Costa Rica, so that’s at the top of the list, too. Favorite thing about being a sky waitress? Probably the people I’ve met along the way. Before becoming a flight attendant, I mostly hung out with California folks. Now I work with flight attendants from all over. It’s cool to hear their perspective on things.”

	Tamika pretended to vomit.

	“Cheesy but true,” Lexi affirmed, raising her right hand in mock solemnity. “I’ve lived in California most of my life.”

	Correction—all my life. Thirty-four years and counting. She swallowed before continuing. “My airline friends have lived everywhere. They’ve got the most amazing backgrounds. They’re from other cities, even other countries.”

	Lexi paused, the blood draining from her face. Jorge had been born in Mexico City. He’d moved to America as a teenager and lived in El Paso for a decade before relocating to California.

	Jorge was one of seven flight attendants and four pilots who vanished during the meteor shower. In a nanosecond, Jorge and ten other SkyLine crew members dissolved into tiny fragments of nothingness. Ashes to ashes. Dust to cosmic dust.

	Lexi swallowed, fiercely hoping Jorge was part of the atmosphere now. She wanted to believe that was how it worked. Maybe Jorge was powering the few remaining bright spots in the world. Maybe he’d become a ray of sunshine or a flicker of hope deep within some lost soul. It was even possible Jorge had been the guiding force that prevented Colin from hurting himself over the past twelve months. There had been plenty of opportunities, but Colin had remained stable. It felt like a miracle. One Jorge would have orchestrated. He was always so kind to Colin. To everyone, actually.

	Sometimes Lexi felt Jorge’s presence. It took up space in the room, an overwhelming force as real as anything Lexi had ever experienced. Other times, J.R. felt gone forever, completely and irreversibly out of reach. On a different plane of existence that Lexi couldn’t access, no matter how hard she tried.

	Tamika cleared her throat, drawing Lexi’s attention back to the moment.

	Lexi jutted her chin at her buddy. “For instance, Tamika grew up in New Orleans. I’d never even visited that city before this job.”

	“Smooth transition, Lex. Guess it’s my turn to take the floor,” Tamika said with a smile. She explained to her classmates that she was also based in San Francisco. She claimed to have been flying for fifteen years, which was not only false but logistically impossible, since SkyLine’s minimum age for flight attendants was twenty-one.

	Tamika was thirty-four. Same age as Lexi. But only two people in Conference Room 116 knew that. Lexi leaned back in her chair, nodding at her friend’s shameless fabrication.

	“Favorite layover is Toronto, and my favorite thing about being a flight attendant is FAA audits,” Tamika deadpanned. “Along with emergency outbreak procedures. ContaCan has enhanced my appearance big time. You wouldn’t believe how good I look in a medical-grade face mask, containment hood, and Hazmat suit.”

	The room fell silent. Lexi broke the ice by chuckling.

	“Just kidding. Tough crowd. Look, it’s been the worst year on record, and humor’s my coping mechanism. Without laughter, I’d have a full-on nervous breakdown,” Tamika explained with a shrug. “Okay, let’s see, my favorite aspect of the job is that we can relocate to new bases whenever we want.”

	“But you’ve been in San Francisco most of your career,” Lexi blurted, thankful for Tamika’s presence in that base.

	“True. I’ve enjoyed living in The Bay, but I’m moving to Seattle soon. It will be nice to start over.”

	Lexi leaned toward Tamika as the next flight attendant, a soft-spoken girl named Lynn, introduced herself to the class.

	“You’re not leaving SF, right?” Lexi hissed. “That part was made-up?”

	Tamika shook her head. “No, it’s true.”

	“What? Why?”

	“I lost too many friends in SF. When I walk through Union Square, I get depressed. It will be good to start over somewhere else. Seattle’s always been on my radar.”

	Beneath the table, Lexi stabbed her nails into her legs. She applied enough pressure to awaken her nerve endings without puncturing the skin. She hated Tamika’s plan. Washington was so far. She’d never see Tamika if she switched to the Seattle base.

	Despite her personal objections, Lexi had to admit Tamika’s logic made sense.

	Everyone had lost friends, neighbors, peers, and relatives. ContaCan took out a fifth of the world’s population. While that percentage was smaller in America, it was large enough that everyone felt a significant loss. Nobody had emerged from the last twelve months unaffected.

	You’ll stay based at San Francisco through the end of this project, right? Lexi scrawled across her tablet with rapid ocular swipes.

	Of course, Tamika responded immediately. We finish in January. I’ll move to Seattle in March or April. The market’s hot right now. There’s never been a better time to buy.

	“Noted,” Lexi murmured aloud. Real Estate VirtuAlarms sounded every hour, advertising brand-new homes available for less than one year’s salary. Each block in America had multiple houses for sale. Bafflingly low prices. Holoscreens built into floating shelves. Dedicated PersonableSpin rooms collecting dust because nobody ever got the chance to use them. Automated kitchen appliances that used algorithms to predict and cook what a person was craving that day.

	There were tons of impressive vacant homes, and they were move-in ready.

	Nobody had seen this shit coming. Astrophysicists had botched the biggest cosmic event in human history, assuming the meteors wouldn’t hit the planet. That evening had been excruciating. A night of terror and devastation caused by giant spheres of intergalactic dust.

	But what came next was even worse. The meteors had transported a foreign bug to Earth. An unrecognizable carbon-based pathogen tore through humanity. Some people assumed it was alien warfare, but nobody knew for sure. They couldn’t pinpoint the source of the vicious pathogen, they could only watch it decimate the human race. Those who were infected stood a fifty-fifty chance of survival. Once the pathogen began to evolve, the odds of survival decreased.

	The meteorites had been child’s play, an insignificant blip on the radar, compared to ContaCan’s fast-paced destruction of humanity.

	“You’re still renting, right?” Tamika whispered. Her eyes flicked to the right side of the room, where a Denver-based flight attendant was introducing herself.

	Lexi nodded. “Yeah. Same apartment on J Street. I considered buying my own place when real estate prices took a nosedive.”

	“What stopped you?”

	“Couldn’t make up my mind. Plus, it would be a hard transition for Cleopatra. She’s already had to adjust to living with me.”

	Tamika tilted her head. Lexi pretended not to notice the doubt scrawled across her friend’s face.

	“There were other reasons,” Lexi conceded.

	“No kidding. Your cat would’ve been fine.” Tamika’s voice was gentle.

	Lexi sighed. Jorge’s cat, actually. Lexi had inherited the tiny feline upon her best friend’s untimely death. She’d grown to love Cleopatra, of course. But Lexi viewed herself as a substitute caregiver. A devoted assistant for life.

	She swallowed. “Are you planning to buy a house in Seattle? Townhome?”

	“Condo. Less work, more reward,” Tamika explained. “I never thought I could afford my own place in that city. I can even pay in cash... that’s how cheap real estate is. I’ve done some research. Hoping to snag a condo in Beacon Hill. Ballard seems nice, too.”

	Lexi paused, musing at the tenacity of this flight attendant she considered her good friend. A sting of envy pierced her core.

	From the front of the classroom, Reggie Hortens, the Inflight Educational Director for Skyline Airways, tapped a finger on the podium. “Tamika and Lexi, anything you’d like to share with the class?”

	Lexi bit her lip, scrambling to conjure an excuse.

	Tamika jumped in without missing a beat. “Lex just reminded me to turn off AutoScan. She felt the vibration.”

	“Sorry, Reggie,” Lexi chirped.

	“I thought I disabled it earlier today,” Tamika continued with an apologetic frown. “Won’t happen again. Promise.”

	“That’s a good point. We’ve all grown dependent on AutoScan over the past year, but please remember the agreement you signed when you were offered this position. Take a moment to double-check the app has been temporarily disabled,” Reggie implored the class. “We need to focus. This project is a big opportunity for the whole airline. It’s a step in the right direction. VirtuAlarms can wait until after class.”

	With a quick nod, Lexi adjusted her company-issued tablet, which was propped up on the table.

	Flight attendants continued to introduce themselves as she swiped through the training materials preemptively uploaded onto the device. There was a plethora of instructions for teaching SkyLine’s newest flight attendant course.

	Intricate diagrams outlined new service methods and crew member responsibilities, along with CDC standards for everything under the sun.

	Lexi scrolled through a chapter on SkyLine’s enhanced technological tools, smiling when she reached the page with instructions for PersonableSpin. She highlighted the step-by-step instructions and saved them to the file she’d created for Colin. He would appreciate this stuff, Lexi knew. He’d nerd out, discussing it for hours. And Lexi would feign interest, like she always did, because her brother’s excitement and enthusiasm made it all worthwhile.
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