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          Riders on the Storm

        

      

    

    
      At least they’re not talking much, Lucinda Hawkins thought as she eased the airport shuttle bus through the blizzard. Lucinda had been awake for seventeen hours straight, was well into overtime, and had a vicious migraine forming behind her temples. The coffee cup in the drink holder beside her was cold, the coffee inside it was even colder, and the bus’s heater was lethargic at best. It wheezed like an asthmatic robot, belching out pitiful, lukewarm drafts of air. Lucinda gripped the steering wheel and stared straight ahead into the storm. She couldn’t see more than a few feet ahead of her, and although the plows had gone through only moments before, the road was already covered again with drifting, blowing snow. Lucinda was tense, tired, and pissed off. Yattering passengers, angry over their flight cancellations, would have only added to her stress levels. A few of them murmured into their cell phones, but for the most part, they sat in uneasy silence, watching the snow fall.

      As often happened while she was driving, Lucinda’s thoughts turned to her granddaughter, Mikya. Her mother, Lucinda’s daughter, had passed away two years ago after a quick and unexpected battle with ovarian cancer. The girl’s father was currently serving twenty-five to thirty years at the Maryland Correctional Institution in Jessup. He was allowed two visits per week, but had expressed no interest in seeing his daughter, and indeed, hadn’t even added Mikya or Lucinda to his approved visitor list. Lucinda was raising the five-year-old on her own, something she hadn’t expected to be doing at this stage of her life. Raising children was hard enough when you were in your twenties or thirties. To be doing it again at age forty-eight? That was exhausting.

      Mikya was with a neighbor tonight, one that Lucinda trusted, but she also knew that the little girl would be upset about spending the night there. Since the loss of both parents, she’d clung even tighter to her grandmother. Lucinda hadn’t minded, though. After two ex-husbands and the death of her only daughter, Mikya was pretty much all she had. Mikya was Lucinda’s whole world, along with her few friends from church, and this stupid job.

      A snapshot of the little girl was taped to Lucinda’s dashboard. Next to it, tucked into the console, was a paperback copy of And Then There Were None by Agatha Christie. Lucinda had checked it out of the library last week, and read it during her lunch breaks. Judging by the weather, she’d be lucky to get a lunch break tonight.

      A passenger seated behind her raised his voice, apparently losing his cell phone signal. “Buzz? Buzz, are you there? Oh, you stupid fucking cock-sucking phone!”

      Lucinda frowned. She debated asking the man to watch his language, but she didn’t want to start an altercation. He already seemed wound up. If he became any more belligerent, it could distract her from the road. The storm seemed to be growing worse.

      Across from Lucinda, beneath a blue handicapped sign, a bespectacled man in a wheelchair stared at the angry caller, his expression impassive. Seated next to him was a short, thin man, who was nodding off and apparently oblivious to the commotion. Lucinda glanced at them and then turned her attention back to the road. She wondered how anyone could be sleepy in the midst of a blizzard. Then she remembered that she had heard him speak when they first boarded the shuttle. He’d had an Australian accent. The time zone difference was probably catching up with him. Poor thing.

      “Buzz?” The irate passenger’s voice grew louder. “Shannon? Are you there? Goddamn it! This fucking phone …”

      Sighing, Lucinda focused on guiding them safely through the storm, and tried to tune the man out.

      The snow fell harder.
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      Paul Legerski stared at his phone in annoyance. He had three bars of coverage, yet the call had dropped. Noticing that the screen was smudged, he wiped it off on his San Jose Sharks jersey, and then tried redialing Shannon again. He watched as the signal bars rose to five, then dipped to one, before finally settling on three again. It looked like the call was connecting, so he brought the phone to his ear.

      “Buzz,” he said, calling Shannon by her nickname. “You there?”

      “I’m here, Paul,” she replied, “but I can barely hear you over the noise.”

      “What noise?”

      “There’s a weird background noise. It was there before the call dropped, and now it’s back again. Don’t you hear it?”

      “No.”

      “You sound like you’re in a wind tunnel.”

      “More like a blizzard,” Paul said. “Listen, let me tell you what’s going on in case the call drops again. They’ve cancelled all flights out of Baltimore. The airport is shut down. I tried to get a flight out of Washington-Dulles, but apparently they’re closed down, too. The airline is putting us up in a hotel tonight, at least. I’m on the shuttle now, heading to it.”

      “That sucks.”

      “Tell me about it. What’s the weather like back there in Corona?”

      “Sunny and warm. You know how it is. Typical California day.”

      “Wish I was back home.”

      “I wish you were, too. Oh, and I forgot to tell you! Guess wh—”

      Shannon’s voice was suddenly replaced by another, as if their call had intersected with someone else’s. The new speaker was male, his tone gravely and harsh. It reminded Paul of the Klingon’s on Star Trek. Paul frowned as the voice overrode Shannon’s. The language was like nothing he recognized.

      “Garblish farhtuk! Diaber thunkinct!”

      “Buzz,” Paul said into the phone, “if you can still hear me, I’ll call you back when I get to the hotel.”

      “Manush klepti! Sinkavitch ganuk!”

      “Yeah, fuck you, too, buddy. Cocksucker …”

      Paul disconnected the call and stuffed his phone in his pocket. Then he glanced across the aisle and noticed a paralyzed man in a wheelchair staring at him.

      “Phone,” Paul said with a shrug. “Bad connection. Must be the storm. I’ve got a signal but the fucking call keeps dropping.”

      The man smiled, indicating what Paul assumed was sympathy. For a moment, Paul imagined pushing the man out into traffic, or straddling his wheelchair and slowly strangling him to death. His penis began to stir and twitch in his pants.

      Careful, he thought. You keep daydreaming about shit like that, you’ll get a hard on right here in the shuttle. That wouldn’t do. That would attract the wrong kind of attention, and you can’t afford that …

      Paul looked out the window, watching the snow fall. He’d never seen anything like this. Snow, yes. As the owner of his own environmental consulting service since 1997, he’d travelled all over the world, and seen plenty of snow. But he’d never experienced a storm like this one. It felt almost apocalyptic. He marveled at the size of the drifts along the road and idly wondered how his Tesla Model S would perform in such conditions. Probably not very well.

      He considered the flask of Maker’s Mark in his suitcase—checked with his luggage so it wouldn’t get pulled by security when he was boarding—and debated having a drink. Then the bus slid to the right, jolting all of the passengers before it lurched back into the lane. A few passengers gasped in alarm, and murmured among themselves. Paul decided against standing up and rummaging through his suitcase. There would be time enough for a nightcap when they reached the hotel.

      No time for killing, but time for a drink.
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      When Gregorio Lopez overheard the man seated next to him mention Corona, California during an apparently ill-fated phone call, he felt an immediate and overwhelming wave of homesickness. Gregorio wasn’t from Corona. He lived much further north, in San Francisco. But just the mention of his home state filled him with a deep sense of sadness and longing. He’d been due to arrive back there in the morning, and had been looking forward to seeing his wife, Tania, and their beautiful fifteen-year-old daughter, Maricela, soon after landing.

      Instead, because of the blizzard, he now found himself stranded on the other side of the country in Maryland, packed into an overcrowded shuttle bus, with no idea of when he’d be able to catch another flight. The harried ticket agent at the airport had told him to check back with the airline in the morning. Before Gregorio could get further clarification, another passenger had begun arguing with the ticket agent. The exchange quickly grew heated. He’d slumped away, dejected and confused, and boarded the shuttle with a large group of disgruntled passengers.

      Outside, the snow swirled, obscuring everything—buildings, trees, even the road signs. It looked like they were driving through a desert of white. Indeed, the only thing not white was the darkness beyond the snow.

      The bus suddenly slid again, lurching to one side. Several of the passengers gasped aloud. Gregorio clutched his seat, holding his breath and waiting for the skid to subside. He heard gears grinding, as the driver reduced their speed. Then, the moment passed and they continued on as if everything was normal. He exhaled slowly.

      His thoughts returned to his family once again. He missed Tania and Maricela. It felt as if they were a million miles away. He found himself wondering if he had been a good husband and a good father. Had he done everything for them that he should? Did they know he loved them?

      What the hell is wrong with me? Why would I think that?

      Gregorio frowned, disturbed by these sudden self-doubts. Where were they coming from? He chalked it up to fatigue and the overall uncertainty of his current travel plans. Of course his family knew that he loved them. It was ridiculous to think otherwise.

      Trying to shrug off the sadness, he pulled a graphic novel from his carry-on bag—The Infinity Gauntlet by Jim Starlin. He was looking forward to the eventual—seemingly inevitable—Marvel Studios film adaptation, but nothing would ever compare to the actual comic. He’d read the series many times before, but there was comfort in the familiarity of it. Except that when he opened the book, Gregorio realized that it was far too dark inside the bus to actually read it. He could barely see the small print in the word balloons. He’d just have to wait until he got checked in to his room at the hotel.

      Gregorio sighed, and his thoughts once again returned to his family.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Parked across the aisle, Chris Hansen sat in his wheelchair and thought about how fucked up things had quickly become. Cities, airports—any place where there were a lot of people—had always made him claustrophobic and tense, especially nowadays that he was a self-imposed, housebound hermit. A resident of Cashmere, Washington, it took Chris a considerable amount of willpower just to venture into a city like downtown Wenatchee, let alone one as big as Baltimore. He’d come here under protest, ultimately giving in to the insistence of his wife, Francesca, and his friends, H Michael Casper, Paul Goblirsch, Mark Sylva, and Leigh Haig.

      Chris smiled. He referred to them as friends, although—before the last few days—none of them had ever met in person. Their friendship had been limited to online interactions. They’d all just attended a book collector’s convention together—BiblioCon XVII. Leigh had even flown from his home in Australia to Chris and Francesca’s home in Washington state in order to accompany Chris on the trip, since Francesca was unable to go.

      Chris had been hesitant, reticent, and (in truth) fearful about the excursion, but in hindsight, he was truly glad he’d come. It was well worth it. He’d had a good time. Yes, there was too much noise and too many people, some of whom had gawked at him (“Look, Mommy,” one child had shouted. “It’s Professor X!”), but the time spent enjoying real-life camaraderie with the others had made it all worthwhile.

      Until now. Now, everything was fucked.

      It wasn’t the blizzard that worried Chris. It was the delays the blizzard had caused. As a quadriplegic who couldn’t walk and couldn’t feel from his armpits down to his feet, travel was always a nuisance for Chris. His catheter and colostomy bag were always a consideration. The catheter went through a suprapubic cystostomy—a hole midway between his navel and pubic bone, and then plugged into a longer tube that ran along the outside of his leg and attached to a bag that was strapped to his lower leg by a strip of Velcro. His colostomy pouch hung on the left side of his abdomen, just below his ribcage. Sores from inactivity were also always a concern, and even more so when traveling long distances. He had to constantly be vigilant of them, and often relieved the pressure on his bottom and the back of his legs by leaning side-to-side or leveraging on his elbow and raising his ass up off the chair. Luckily, Leigh and the others had been understanding and accommodating, and had helped him with these tasks as best they could. Chris had been grateful for the assistance, and was reminded once again of just how much he appreciated Francesca—and how much he loved her.

      But the potential delays caused by this storm were of more serious concern to him. Although he hated to admit it, Chris was in decline. His spinal cord was a mess, with a bulging disc at the C5-6, a certain amount of unraveling as liquid built up over time, bone spurs, and arthritis. He was losing wrist flexion, along with his left triceps, as his C7 nerve slowly grew strangled and pinched. As a result, he took a lot of medication—Baclofen for muscle spasticity, Vicodin for pain, Gabapentin for neuropathic pain, Vitamin D, and amitriptyline. Francesca had packed enough to last him for the trip, plus spares enough for three days. If their delay took longer than that, he’d be in serious trouble.

      As if on cue, he felt a burning cramp, similar in sensation to a low-voltage electric shock, as his intestines did their normal job. This was neuropathic pain. His nerves sent pain signals to his brain from stimuli that weren't necessarily pain causing. Grimacing, he sighed.

      “You okay, mate?” asked Leigh, seated beside him and stirring from his half-asleep state.

      Chris did his best to smile. “Yeah, I’m okay. I just hope we get to the hotel soon.”

      “It sucks that Macker couldn’t make the trip.”

      “I know,” Chris agreed. Macker was another of their online friends, and had been unable to attend the convention. “But then again, he’s at home and we’re not. Hopefully, it’s not much farther to the hotel.”
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      Leigh Haig echoed his friend’s wish. Not only was he exhausted, but his ass and back were sore from sitting. It occurred to him that over the last week, he’d done more sitting than at any other time in his life. He’d sat on a plane from Australia to Los Angeles, and then another plane from there to Washington state. He’d sat in Chris’s home while Francesca had helped familiarize him with everything Chris would need. Then the two of them had sat on yet another plane as they flew across the United States on their way to Baltimore. There had been several nights of sitting in the hotel bar, sitting in the hotel restaurant, sitting in conference rooms listening to panelists, and sitting in their shared hotel suite, talking late into the night. And now, here he was, sitting on an airport shuttle bus as it lurched and bounced and slid through steadily worsening road conditions. Each jolt sent a new wave of pain coursing up his spine.

      He thought about how good a massage would feel, which in turn, led him to think about his wife, Penny. She was back home in Victoria, watching their daughter, Erin. He missed them both terribly. Leigh had always loved to travel, and he and Penny had done quite a bit of it together, with trips to China, Japan, and America. They’d only managed one great trip since Erin was born, but now that she was getting older, they intended to start again, taking a few weeks off every couple of years and visiting overseas, with Canada and more of the United States being prominent destinations. Journeying by himself was certainly different than traveling with Penny. Despite the excellent company of his friends, Leigh was lonely. Without his wife and daughter, he felt incomplete.

      At least the book convention had been a success. Even if it had sucked, he would have enjoyed it just for the opportunity to meet Chris, H, Paul, and Mark in person. But it hadn’t sucked, and he now had an extra suitcase—one he had purchased at a shopping mall across from the convention center—packed full of books he’d bought during the event. Most of them were signed, limited, collectible editions. Soon, they would join his collection of three thousand other books back home.

      If I ever make it home, he thought, and then frowned. Where the hell did that come from? I must be more tired than I thought.

      Yes, he decided. That was probably it. He glanced toward the back of the shuttle, where Paul, H, and Mark were sitting. It had been fun, sharing a suite with his friends, but maybe he needed some down time to himself. Some peace and quiet. Leigh decided that after they got to the hotel, and checked in, he’d help Chris get situated and then relax with a book. Maybe a bit of reading would ease his mind. If he could stay awake that long, of course. He smiled in anticipation.

      But when he looked back out the window, and saw the snow falling harder, his sense of foreboding returned.
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      Colinda Carroll watched the thin man sitting next to her shift uneasily. She’d heard him speak moments ago to his companion—a middle-aged man in a wheelchair—and she was pretty sure he was from Australia, judging by his accent.

      Colinda hated winter, preferring summer and the beach instead, and the storm outside was making her nervous. She needed something to take her mind off it. Colinda considered initiating small talk with the Australian, pointing out that he wasn’t the only foreigner on the shuttle, as she hailed from Canada, but then decided against it. She was an introvert, and striking up conversations with complete strangers wasn’t something that came easy. Her dog, a springer spaniel named Bender, was the same way. He loved to cuddle, but was anti-social and had no idea how to behave or what to do around other dogs.

      And besides, what could she possibly say to the guy? “Hey, I overheard your accent. You must be from Australia. I’m from Kingston, Ontario—the Limestone City! Ever heard of it? I know we just met, but can you talk to me for a while and take my mind off the storm outside?”

      No, that wouldn’t work.

      It would have been different if her fellow passenger had been a customer in her shop. Then she would have felt comfortable talking. Colinda owned a hair salon called Envy. There, in her element, she could make small talk. At Envy, she was comfortable. But not here on a shuttle bus in the middle of a blizzard and far from home. There was nothing comforting about this current situation.

      Colinda had traveled to Baltimore to attend an international hair show. This had been her second such trade event, the former having taken place in Berlin. While she had enjoyed herself, she was anxious to get home. Her thirteen-year-old daughter, a provincial gymnast, was competing in two days, and Colinda had promised she’d be home in time to see it.

      The bus rumbled and bounced again, jostling the passengers. Colinda’s feet throbbed. She always wore heels, because at five feet, two inches tall, they gave her some extra height, but she couldn’t wait to get to the hotel and take them off. Brushing a piece of lint from her pink blouse, she decided to call home and check on her daughter and Bender.

      She pulled her cell phone from her purse. The screensaver showed a picture of Charleston, South Carolina—one of her favorite places in the world. She’d spent a delightful week there several summers ago, touring old houses and antiquing. The cell had two bars of service. She searched through the phone’s contacts and called her daughter.
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      Jesse Carroll jumped when his cell phone rang. He’d almost been asleep, lulled by the combination of the engine’s hum, the wind whistling outside, and a deep fatigue brought about from traveling. So, when his ringtone—the first few bars of his band EverSay’s first hit single—blasted out of his jacket pocket, it startled him.

      As he fumbled for the phone, he wondered who could be calling him. His father would be asleep this time of night, and his mother had passed back in 2006. He was single, and currently unattached, so it probably wasn’t a woman. It was unlikely to be work-related either. He’d previously worked as a tour manager for several different rock bands and hip-hop artists, including stints with Prosper Johnson and the Gangsta Disciples, Retribution Incorporated, Your Kid’s On Fire, and Suicide Run, but had given that up a year ago to play guitar for EverSay. Maybe it was one of his bandmates, Harvey or John Summer, calling.

      The phone rang again. Embarrassed, he smiled nervously at the passengers seated next to him—a heavy-set guy who appeared happy despite the situation with their cancelled flights (and also appeared to be quite possibly drunk) and a gorgeous blonde in a pink blouse who was making a phone call of her own.

      Pulling the cell phone from his pocket, he glanced at the screen. The number wasn’t one he recognized. He brought the phone to his ear and answered.

      “Hello.”

      There was a pause.

      “Who’s this?” The person on the other end was female.

      “This is Jesse. Who’s this?”

      “Jesse who?”

      “Jesse Carroll. Who are—?”

      He trailed off, realizing that the woman on the other end of the call was the long-haired blonde in the pink blouse sitting across from him. She must have come to the realization at the same time, because he saw her gape at him.

      “I’m sorry …”

      He watched her say it even as her voice came from his phone.

      “Stereo sound,” he said, with a goofy grin.

      “I’m sorry,” she apologized again. She still held the phone to her ear.

      “That’s okay,” he replied.

      Frowning, the woman glanced at her phone and ended the call. Jesse did the same.

      “That was weird,” he said.

      “I don’t understand.” The woman stared at her screen. “I was trying to call my daughter. Look at the screen. It says that I dialed my daughter. So how did it get your phone instead?”

      Shrugging, Jesse smiled. “I don’t know. It must be fate.”

      The woman seemed too perplexed to notice his attempt at humor. She glanced back down at the phone, and then up at him.

      “Did you say your last name was Carroll?”

      Jesse nodded. “Yeah. Jesse Carroll.”

      “That’s my last name, too …”

      “Hey, maybe we’re related! Long lost cousins or something.”

      The blonde shook her head in confusion. “This doesn’t make any sense.”

      “I’m betting it had something to do with the storm,” Jesse suggested. “Maybe the cell signals got all mixed up. Try calling your daughter again. Let’s see what happens.”

      Nodding, the woman once more turned her attention to her phone. Her frown increased. “Well, now it says I don’t have any service at all.”

      Jesse checked his cell phone and found the same.

      Outside, the snow grew thicker, further obscuring the road.
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      Dave Rodeheaver watched the man and woman as they lapsed back into silence again. He thought about commenting on the strange occurrence, but the woman already seemed uncomfortable, and besides, he couldn’t think of anything useful to contribute to the conversation. “Hey, that’s really weird how your calls got crossed” didn’t seem particularly helpful. Everyone on the bus was already stressed enough, whether they showed it or not. It was probably better for him to just stay quiet and not add to the confusion.

      Earlier, he’d caught glimpses of several aircraft stranded on the runway, but now, the snow fell so thickly that he couldn’t see anything at all. The weather and his proximity to aircraft brought back memories of his three tours of duty in Afghanistan. As a sixteen-year Air Force veteran who’d served as an Aircraft Maintainer, Dave had worked on F-117s, F-16s, F15s, B-52s, and C-130s. He’d taken early retirement just a few months ago, although, in hindsight, he had misgivings about doing so. He and Summer had been married for a decade, and the military had kept them living apart for most of that time. To be discharged now, and finally home, only to find himself going through a divorce …

      Dave shook his head and sighed.

      He pulled out his phone and stared at the screensaver, a picture of himself, Summer, their eight-year-old daughter Autumn, and his fourteen-year-old step-son, Bryant.

      “How about you?” The speaker was the guy who’d said his name was Jesse Carroll. “You got a signal?”

      “No,” Dave said, looking up from the phone. “No service at all.”

      He slipped the phone back into his pocket and shivered, noticing that the temperature on the bus seemed to be dropping. Had it been this cold in Pittsburgh? He couldn’t be sure, but it hadn’t seemed like it. Dave had flown out of there earlier in the afternoon. He was supposed to have had a two-hour layover in Baltimore before heading home to Ida, Louisiana. Obviously, he’d be here longer than two hours.

      Dave wondered how long it would be before he saw Autumn again. He’d try to call her from the hotel.

      And maybe—just maybe—he’d try talking to Summer about working things out.

      Still shivering, he closed his eyes so that the passengers around him wouldn’t see the tears welling up in them.
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      Jamie La Chance was busy trying not to go insane. His biggest fear was claustrophobia. A few months ago, he’d had to be pulled out of an MRI tube twice because he couldn’t handle the confinement. Being packed onto this overcrowded shuttle bus wasn’t quite that bad, but it certainly wasn’t pleasant.

      At age fifty-eight, Jamie was a successful attorney who mostly defended other lawyers and doctors against malpractice claims. He also acted as defense in lawsuits against product manufacturers and distributors when people got hurt using those products (such as amusement park rides), lawsuits against directors and officers of corporations for alleged misconduct ranging from theft of assets to abuse of power, lawsuits against famous people when they crashed their cars into others, long-haul truckers who ran over and killed people, and desert road race promoters when their racing vehicles flew into the crowd and killed or injured spectators.

      He’d flown from his home in Lomita, California a month ago to assist as part of the counsel for a Rockville, Maryland Little League baseball team whose owners were being sued over a fight in their parking lot that had resulted in death. The trial had wrapped up yesterday, and Jamie had been looking forward to getting home tonight and possibly seeing his girlfriend, Lisa. He’d heard from his daughter, Leslie, and his son, Travis, but not from Lisa for a few days. She’d known how busy he was, how absorbed in the case he had been. He missed her, and was anticipating doing all the little, simple things they did when they were together.

      Jamie had a motto, articulated by Robert Brault—enjoy the little things, for one day you may look back and realize they were the big things. But this snowstorm was no little thing, and he was definitely not enjoying this bus ride. He wished, not for the first time on this trip, that he had some marijuana. He preferred edibles these days. It was strange to come from California, a state where it was legal, to a place where it wasn’t.

      He glanced down at the floor, trying to soothe his nerves, and spotted something glittering beneath the seat across the aisle. The man seated there had his eyes shut, but Jamie didn’t think he was asleep. The shiny item was behind the man’s feet. Jamie peered closer, and realized that it was a watch. He glanced back up at the man. Judging by his haircut and posture, Jamie guessed he was probably ex-military, and perhaps only recently released from duty, or possibly still a reservist.

      Clearing his throat, Jamie leaned forward and tapped the guy on the knee. The man opened his eyes. Jamie saw tears glistening there.

      “Sorry to bother you,” Jamie said, “but I think you dropped your watch.”

      He pointed at the floor. Frowning, the man bent over and searched. He picked the watch up and studied it.

      “It’s not mine,” the man replied. “Nice one, though.”

      “Oh. Somebody must have dropped it before we boarded, maybe? Is anyone else missing a watch?”

      The passengers seated nearby shook their heads. Another shrugged and then turned back to the window, watching the storm.

      The man held it out to Jamie. “Finders keepers, Mr. …?”

      “La Chance. Jamie La Chance.”

      “I’m Dave Rodeheaver. And keep it. It’s yours.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “Yeah, absolutely. You found it first.”

      Dave smiled, and while there was a hint of sadness to the expression, Jamie noticed that the man’s tears had dried.

      “Thanks,” Jamie said, accepting the watch. He turned it over in his hand, admiring the fancy band. It was a woman’s watch. Maybe he’d give it to Lisa or Leslie. But when he checked the watch’s face, he realized that it was broken. Then he noticed something else. “Huh. I’ve never seen anything like that before.”

      “What’s that?” Dave asked. “Is it broken?”

      “I guess so.” Jamie grunted. “Maybe. It’s … it’s running backwards.”

      He held the watch up so that Dave could see it. As the two of them stared, the hands on the watch spun counter-clockwise, and much faster than a normal timekeeper would. Minutes flew by in seconds, and seconds … they seemed not to exist at all. Then, while they were still staring, the hands reversed and began spinning in the right direction. They slowed. Sped up again. And then reversed once more.

      “It’s definitely broken.” Dave shrugged. “That must be why the person didn’t come back for it.”

      Jamie nodded. “I’ll give it to the driver when we stop, just in case somebody wants to claim it.”

      They lapsed into silence. Dave closed his eyes once again, and Jamie stared at the spinning hands, rotating one way and then the other.

      Little things, he thought. Seconds are little things, but they add up to big things.
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      Benn Martin watched the two guys near him discuss the watch they’d found, while everyone else around him messed with their cell phones. He considered checking his own phone, but Benn was a big dude, and the seats on the shuttle bus were small. There was no way he could rummage through his coat pocket and pull out his phone without disturbing and jostling his seat mates—especially the older guy with the grey and white beard, pony tail, and stingy brimmed fedora seated to his immediate right. The man was probably fifty, and almost as big as Benn. Between the two of them, there wasn’t much space.

      Good thing I wore deodorant, Benn thought. And good thing this guy did, too.

      Benn was all-too-aware of what an imposing figure he must represent to some of these people. At well over six feet, dressed in black jeans and a black Killing Joke T-shirt (the band rather than the comic book), and sporting tattoos of a David Bowie skull, the ravens Huginn and Muninn, a wolf’s head with “Carpe Jugulum” beneath it, and a goat’s head with “Ad Finem Metallicus” (which translated to Metal to the End), he probably looked more like a roadie for Tool or OPETH rather than what he really was—a qualified electrician and engineer who worked on Hydro Power stations and high voltage sub-stations.

      It was that occupation which had brought him from his home in Dunalley, Tasmania to here in the States for the last two months. Benn had been working at a hydro plant in Peachbottom, Pennsylvania, just downriver from the more-infamous Three Mile Island. The stint had been a good, if somewhat challenging job, and the pay had been excellent, and he’d enjoyed seeing a little bit of the U.S. (including trips on his days off to Philadelphia, New York City, and Pennsylvania’s Amish Country, as well as a sojourn to The York Emporium, one of the East Coast’s biggest used bookstores, where Benn, an avid bibliophile, had spent a wonderful few hours and a lot of money). He’d been nervous about visiting the States at first. He was no fan of Donald Trump, and had heard horror stories about travelers getting hassled at the airport. Granted, things were just as bad in his country. They’d elected Tony Abbot and got Pauline Hanson (who made Trump look like David Suzuki)  and her party, into the Senate.

      Despite all that, he was ready to go home. He’d heard the thin guy near the front of the shuttle talking earlier. His accent had made Benn even more homesick than he already was. He loved the States, but he was anxious to get back to a place where his accent didn’t mark him as “not from around here.” He wasn’t looking forward to another night spent in another hotel room, searching through Netflix for a decent horror movie—something they never seemed to have. Last night, instead of going to sleep, he’d spent the evening looking at the length of current movies compared to classics. He’d found himself wondering why modern movies were getting longer, yet had less stuff in them. Dune was only two hours and fifteen minutes long, but was a massive, culture-defining space opera. Conversely, the latest James Bond film was nearly half an hour longer, and had no plot whatsoever.

      Yes, this was how he’d been spending his evenings. It would be good to get home again. He hoped flights would be cleared to leave again in the morning, once the storm had passed. At this rate, the books and souvenirs he’d purchased and subsequently packaged up and mailed home, would get there before he did.

      The thought struck him funny, and Benn smiled at the image in his head of two forlorn cardboard boxes sitting in front of his door, waiting for him to return.
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      Scott Berke wanted a cigar.

      He was stressed, tense, and angry. A cigar would go a long way toward alleviating all three. It wasn’t the blizzard or the travel delays that had soured his mood. Scott was used to both. As the Sales Manager for a prominent biotech company—a division of the Globe Corporation—who also handled global support and training, Scott had been all over the world and had experienced every type of weather system imaginable. He’d been through blizzards, droughts, hurricanes, typhoons, heat waves, tropical storms, and even nice sunny days on every continent except Antarctica. A snowstorm in Baltimore and an overnight delay were minor nuisances. Indeed, Scott considered such delays to be nothing more than part of the job. Not as important as, say, selling beneficial bacteria for water quality control to city planners in India, or similar bacteria for soil enhancement to farmers in Kenya. Not as meaningful as helping Beijing clean up a polluted river or assisting the Russians with waste water spill-off from Chernobyl. And certainly, not as fun or interesting as helping cannabis growers in Colorado or Mexico set up their hydroponics and aquaponic systems. But a part of the job, nevertheless. Scott had a home in Port Charlotte, Florida, but it was really just a place to keep his stuff. He lived in airports and hotels. The world was his home.

      No, it wasn’t the storm or the delay that had him stressed out. It was the people around him. They were crammed into the shuttle bus like sardines in a can, and he was fairly certain the vehicle was well over capacity. Scott didn’t like people he didn’t know. In truth, he didn’t like most of the people he did know, either. He could fake it when on the job. Put him in a sales or training situation, and you’d think he was extroverted and naturally outgoing. “The nicest guy in the world” his co-workers and clients would have said. But he wasn’t. He could be a dick.

      And he was fighting the urge to be so now, as the big roadie-looking guy seated to his left fidgeted restlessly. The man was probably twenty years Scott’s junior, but he had several inches and pounds on Scott. After turning fifty, Scott had managed to lose a decent amount of weight. He was currently down to 209 pounds, although a layer of stubborn body fat hid the muscles beneath. There wasn’t a spare inch on the seat between him and the guy in the Killing Joke T-shirt, and he squirmed self-consciously every time their thighs rubbed together.

      At least we’re both wearing our deodorant, Scott thought.

      The same couldn’t be said of some of their other fellow travelers. Body odor, perfume, and cologne clashed in the air. Some of the passengers were visibly upset by their current situation. Others sat quietly, expressions of acceptance, reluctant surrender, or desperation on their faces. Most were quiet, except for three guys sitting near the back of the bus. They talked among themselves, and it was clear from their demeanor that they were traveling together, or at least knew each other. Scott couldn’t make out what they were saying. He was hard of hearing, and usually only understood about seventy-percent of what people said to him. The rest he pieced together from the context of the conversation. Sometimes he got it right. Other times, what he surmised was embarrassingly wrong.

      Scott desperately wished he could stretch. While he wasn’t running any marathons, he was in decent shape for a man his age, except for his knees and shoulders, all four of which ached right now. Worse, he felt the distant stirrings of what he feared might be a headache. Scott suffered from severe migraines that made it difficult for him to function for several hours—and even for days, on occasion—without a sumatriptan injection.

      Maybe it won’t be a migraine, he thought.  Maybe it will pass once we get to the hotel and I lay down.

      But first, he was going to have a goddamned cigar.
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      Tod Clark was seated across the aisle from both Scott Berke and Benn Martin. At 360 pounds, he dwarfed both of them. He watched with bemusement as the two men kept shifting, trying to get comfortable without bumping into each other. Tod was grateful that the pretty auburn-haired woman seated next to him and her daughter (who was currently slumped to one side and asleep against her mother’s shoulder) were both tiny. It gave him the ability to stretch out a bit, something he desperately needed to do after being cooped up in coach seats on airplanes all day long.

      Tod lived in El Paso and worked at the local high school in dual capacity—as the head football coach and an alternative classroom teacher, working with troubled students and disciplinary cases. He loved his job, especially the coaching. He was good at it. The faculty, supervisors, school board, and parents all had one requirement of him—win games. It was an edict he’d had no trouble meeting.

      Unfortunately, hard economic times had come to El Paso, just like the rest of the world. Tod’s hours had been cut. He was still serving as the coach, but his classroom time had been eliminated. His wife, Suzin, had retired the year before, and while her pension was substantial, the hit on their monthly income was severe. He’d flown to Baltimore to interview at another high school. He didn’t particularly relish the idea of living on the East Coast. He’d spent all his life out west, growing up in Oregon and living his adult life in Texas. Plus, he and Suzin had recently purchased a small ranch that served both as a weekend getaway, and as a physical location for Suzin’s new, official non-profit organization—HELP MEOWT C.A.R.E.S. (which stood for Cat Adoption Rescue Eternal Sanctuary). He’d hate to give that
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