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      There was this odd rumor that the whole world was on the brink of war.

      A quick scouring of his phone, his right finger flicking fast over articles and choices, showed there were no troops massing on borders in any nation that mattered. No place of world consequence was on alert.

      With slightly more effort, no navies had redirected to oil-rich ports. Aircraft carriers, via the AP, were staying put for now. Just another rumor from the far-reaching networks and the web they formed.

      He flicked over a webpage for a paper in New Delhi. It had a blazing headline about Chinese troops fighting Centaur men on the Indian and Chinese borders in the Himalayas. Locals had reported meteor impacts on vaulting snow-covered slopes. Nothing had been verified with anything like evidence.

      Now that was his kind of unverified, addle-brained nonsense.

      His headache responded to nothing over-the-counter.

      It hurt just to think.

      By the third day, Varley was propped up in a vinyl-covered hospital chair, hooked to a green-and-white Braun infusion pump. Morphine was being hinted at, but things weren’t that bad yet.

      None of the usual drugs were getting things done. So the doctors changed their line of attack.

      “This entire ward is people with headaches.”

      His nurse, Becky, a new arrival in the infusion ward team, busied herself struggling with which hose went where.

      “Varley, you know I can’t talk about the other patients here.”

      Four feet away and to the right, a small man with gray at his temples leaned around the blue-green divider curtain.

      “I’m here for the king of all headaches, but those whatever’s we’re getting are helping just a little.”

      Varley heard him sigh as he plunked back down in his infusion chair.

      “Monoclonals?” Varley said.

      “That’s the word, better than goddamn aspirin.”

      Becky walked away without a word.

      Varley lay back in his extra-wide, beige vinyl-covered infusion chair. He hit the recline button and drifted backward, looking up at the ceiling.

      Kelly showed up with Becky. He liked Kelly; she was experienced, smart, and an expert by all measures.

      “Varley, you’re back. Those headaches still going?”

      His left eye was losing clarity, starting to buzz and fuzz. And in the corner of his vision, something was starting to swirl. His stomach churned in time with it.

      “I haven’t had migraines since I was a teenager,” Varley said.

      “I’m glad I never had them, but hear it’s terrible.”

      I’d jump off a building to stop the pain when it’s really going. Best not to mention that, they might believe him.

      Kelly set the pump controls fast, feeding the line in his left arm into the mechanism and priming the pump. She motioned for Becky to see what she was adjusting, but Becky had walked away.

      “Kelly, look at this on the TV.”

      Several other nurses were with her. They were all heading toward a TV mounted on the wall behind the registration and admin desk.

      Varley saw the headline in the crawl under the President as he took to the podium. “Worldwide epidemic of debilitating headaches, workforce impacted around the globe. Cause being sought.”

      “My fellow Americans, I’m here to discuss some startling news recently brought to my attention.”

      This guy was another in a long line of idiots, but at least he spoke his lies in full sentences.

      Varley stood up, rolling the wheeled stand that held his saline IV and the monoclonal antibody infusion pump. The small machine, mounted on the chrome pole, hissed and sighed like a living bellows.

      Typically, the TVs all played reels of mountains, beaches, and soothing scenes of country life. Obviously, to calm anxious patients who were there for one reason, to save their lives, or die trying, before their insurance ran out.

      Someone had switched the TV over to an emergency White House Press conference.

      Varley wasn’t all that interested; his head was starting to hurt again. It would spiral upward and grow in intensity unless this round of meds helped.

      The stiffness in his neck was the odd part; he had never had that when he was young. Just pain that was off the charts.

      Don’t fear it, you’ll survive the pain. Who knows, this stuff might work.

      “There is no proven connection between the headaches and any recent vaccination campaign,” the President said.

      Kelly walked over and placed a delicate hand on Varley’s thick forearm.

      “You should sit, honey. Those monoclonals can make you dizzy.”

      He let her guide him back to his seat, but his ear stayed on the President speaking.

      “The object passing by the planet is thought to coincide with the sudden global uptick in reported headaches.”

      Varley stopped in his tracks. So did Kelly.

      “Did you hear that?”

      Kelly nodded. “I’d need to see more proof because that is irresponsible conjecture at best, Varley.”

      Once he was sitting and reclining again, Kelly adjusted his infusion rate and walked away. Varley settled into his seat as best he could. The slippery chair was cold to the touch and rarely comfortable. It would take an hour to get his dose of monoclonal assistance. The headache would respond, if at all, hours after that.

       

      When he got home, Varley climbed the four full sets of black painted fire escape steps, the oily preserving paint forming large chunks in the corners and underside of the iron steps. It was a labor of Heracles to get up to his apartment while drugged. The welcoming, broad sky view on his back landing, the encompassing blue sky above his small town, made the climb and the rent worth it every time he stood here unlocking his door.

       

      His phone rang, the sound of a mallet hitting a bamboo pipe. It toned once, twice, and he fished it out of his jeans pocket. The ID on the call was Randal. Varley hit the green button, then speaker-phone, and tossed the device on his kitchenette counter. It made a loud slap.

      “Randal, what’s up?”

      “Just calling to check up on you, loser. How are you doing?”

      He was lucky to have a friend like Randal, the guy was five years his junior, but far more responsible an adult.

      “I feel like crap from the treatment, I’m gonna sleep it off as soon as we’re done.”

      “I won’t keep ya, in that case, get some rest.”

      “Did you have anything else?”

      If Varley knew one thing, it was that Randal was always up on the latest interesting thing in the world. Even more than himself.

      “That asteroid, Varley, the space agency in China said it’s slowing down as it passes between Mars and Earth.”

      Varley felt a surge of protective dubiousness fill the inner caverns of what was typically an open curiosity about the odd and surreal aspects of life.

      Bigfoot was bullshit, but there were plenty of other things that deserved consideration.

      “What does NASA say?”

      “I don’t trust NASA, Varley.”

      “I do, they’re solid science guys.”

      “I can’t find any comment from them.”

      “Probably because they’re gathering data before they speak about it.”

      “Have a good nap, pard. Call me when you wake up. We can get food and beer.”

      Technically, Varley knew he wasn’t supposed to drink for twenty-four hours after a treatment. But if Randal was buying, he was in.

      His southwest-themed sofa sat with its back to a fourth-floor window that overlooked his lovely hometown. In the warmer months, Varley kept the old sofa along the wall to open up the room. When it got cold, he had to move it across the middle of the room to open access to the wall-mounted heating vents.

      Kneeling on the sofa, he looked out over the city. The sun blazed on the opposite side of the big house he lived in. Bright light cast hard-edged shadows across a hundred rooftops and created blazing edges on the green glass windows of his town's only tall building, the Hadson Estate Tower.

      Varley enjoyed the view for a few minutes. Drinking in the serenity just far gazing brought to him when he perched at this window.

      Blocks away, he watched women walking in spring wear fashions, long legs gliding over brick walks, and shimmering concrete. A crew of workmen to the south was clamoring around a manhole, and even from this far away, he could see wires and pipes jutting from the hole in the street.

      He lay down, grabbing a sofa pillow, stretching his long, skinny legs. The material of the sofa felt rough and scratchy against his arms, and through his thin green t-shirt. His jeans were bunching up on his legs a bit. Who cared? He was wiped out.

      In three breaths, he was sound asleep.

      When his phone rang, it brought Varley up from the depths of the purple-tinted shores of the land of nod. Drugs, on top
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