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    One


     


     


    Megan Pritchard stretched and yawned. She was only two hours into the graveyard shift, and she had already served three customers. The first had been a laid-back, beer-drinking trucker, the second, a German who reeked of tequila and had trouble keeping it up, and the last, a wild-eyed, fifty-something man who smelled like a dirty ashtray and wouldn’t take no for an answer. Number four, another trucker, was in the bathroom washing up. She sighed and ran her hand across the bed, smoothing the comforter. The toilet flushed.


    Any second now.


    She arranged herself in a seductive pose, angling her leg to show a hint of pubic hair and squeezing her breasts together like her roommate Heather had taught her. The door opened, and a bear of a man strode in wearing only a stupid grin and a faded black cowboy hat.


    “You ready to play, baby?” he drawled. West Texas.


    Megan smiled and beckoned with her right index finger. She looked at his crotch. “I’m not sure I can handle you, Ray.”


    He blushed at the lie. In truth, she was disappointed in what he brought to the bedroom. At six-foot-three and two hundred and sixty pounds, she figured he’d be packing something more than the tiny sausage poking from the nest of gray hair between his legs. Whatever. I get paid either way.


    Ray stepped toward the bed, but she held up her palm. “Hold on, big boy. We need to settle up first.”


    His smile faltered for a heartbeat, then was replaced by a boyish flash of uncertainty. He recovered quickly. “Right. Of course.” He picked up his pants from the wooden footstool beside the bathroom and dug out his wallet. Counting out a thick stack of twenties, he placed them on the bedside dresser and took a step back.


    Megan scooped up the cash and inspected it, rubbing each bill between her thumb and forefinger to verify its authenticity. She raised an eyebrow as she realized there was an extra hundred dollar bill on top of the pile. “What’s this?”


    Ray leered. “A little incentive...”


    The bills went into the lockbox bolted to the headboard. She winked. “We’re all set.”


    At a hair under five-foot-seven, Megan had the bright-eyed, girl-next-door look that turned men into drooling school boys. She had her mother’s genes to thank for her figure and her father’s for her lustrous black hair, her perky, upturned nose and luminous gray eyes.


    She waved him to the fake French-baroque dresser beside her bed, and pulled open the top drawer, revealing a kaleidoscope-colored collection of condoms.


    “Take your pick.”


    He scratched his chin in thought, and then chose one. Magnum. Of course.


    Megan always kept a healthy supply of the king-sized condoms on hand. It was all about the ego; she had learned that early on. And if that’s what got him off, who was she to complain?


    She held out her hand. “I’ll take care of that.”


    Ray surrendered the package. With an expert touch, she tore open the wrapper and slid the rubber between her teeth and lips. A few seconds later, he was wrapped and ready to go.


    She gave him a few quick strokes and pulled him onto the bed. Gazing into his eyes, she asked, “Where do you want me?”


    “Let’s start out regular and see how things go.”


    “Sure.” She drew him in. This one’s going to be quick, she thought. Hoped.


    Top.


    Bottom.


    Behind.


    Top. Again.


    Pop!


    Another two hundred dollars in her bank account. Easy as pie.


    He rolled off and collapsed beside her with a contented smile plastered across his fleshy face.


    “Better?” she asked.


    Ray grunted and started to check his watch, but she caught his arm and gave his knuckles a kiss, distracting him. Her room, like all the others in the brothel, was a clock-free cocoon, engineered to support an ancient fantasy. With no way to tell time, customers tended to be far more willing to pay for more when it ran out.


    He was playing with himself, rubbing against her leg.


    What’s this?


    She glanced at the digital timer tucked out of Ray’s direct line of sight beside the bed. He had three minutes left in his twenty-minute session. A second round wasn’t out of the question, but it required more cash, something she suspected he didn’t have.


    “Let’s cuddle,” she said, resting her head on his chest. His chest hairs tickled her ear.


    “Come on, sweetheart. What do you think the extra hundred was for?”


    Megan batted her eyelashes at him, put her hand on his, and mirrored his stroking motion.


    Gotta run down the clock, she thought.


    “If you had a little more money...”


    Ray cast his eyes away, mumbling something under his breath. She moved to get up from the bed. He touched her elbow, a desperate, but tender, gesture. “I’m all tapped out...”


    Despite her better judgment, Megan felt a twinge of pity. He seemed like a wannabe high roller, the kind of guy that hit it big every once in a while, but was never able to keep it going.


    She softened. “I’ll tell you what, we only have a few minutes left…”


    “Really?” He perked up.


    “How about I...” She nudged his hand aside and took its place. Slow at first, then she picked up the pace as his time grew short.


    Ray closed his eyes. “Don’t stop...” She counted in her head: Five, Four, Three. He finished at Two.


    He exhaled, long and slow. “You’re amazing, baby, you know that?”


    Megan pecked him on the forehead. “I do.” She scooted to the edge of the bed and dangled her feet over, searching for her slippers. “It’s time to go now, big guy.” She gave his belly a playful pat.


    Ray let out a groan of protest, but hoisted himself up and joined her. He gathered his clothes and dressed quickly before slinking out of the room and back to whatever life he led outside.


    Megan fell back on the bed and lay staring at the ceiling, counting the peaks in the acoustic popcorn finish. She only had a few minutes to clean the room and prepare for the next lineup.


    As she was about to get up, a stabbing pain blossomed deep within her gut. She winced, and her eyes teared up. Trying in vain to hold back the inevitable, her hand flew to her mouth.


    She barely made it to the bathroom before the contents of her stomach erupted from her mouth in a hot torrent, splattering the rim of the toilet with the half-digested remains of the burrito she had eaten hours earlier. The nausea rolled through her like a raging tsunami; hot waves of uncontrollable agony drained her energy, leaving her whimpering on the floor like a young child.


    And then it was gone. Her stomach stopped heaving, her vision cleared, and she felt human again. It was as if the sickness had happened to someone else.


    Megan got to her feet and stared down at the toilet in disgust. She pulled a towel from under the sink and wiped her mouth. The room stunk. Rolling out a handful of toilet paper, she wiped down the edges of the toilet, then flushed the sopping paper and floating clumps of half-digested food to oblivion.


    Her throat burned, and her diaphragm ached from all of the heaving. She went to the sink, washed her hands, and rinsed her mouth, gargling afterward with a shot of peppermint Scope to banish the vile aftertaste. It didn’t work. She gargled another shot. That’s better.


    She turned on the bathroom fan to suck out the smell of puke, and then padded back into the bedroom.


    The house doorbell chimed.


    Damn it. Already?


    With a tired sigh, Megan stripped the cum-soaked sheets from the bed and stuffed them in the hamper, preparing the room for her next client.


  



  

    Two


     


     


    Alicia tucked an errant strand of strawberry-blond hair behind her ear and bumped the drawer closed with her hip.


     “Seventeen, eighteen, and nineteen is twenty,” she said, handing a fistful of bills and coins to the frazzled housewife on the other side of the counter. The woman shot her a grim smile and pushed her cart into the stream of people heading for the store exit.


    Alicia checked her watch. Five minutes until break time. God I need to get out of here. She glanced over her shoulder at the next cashier station. Her best friend Brittany frowned back at her and mouthed the word ‘help!’


    Four minutes. Fuck it. I’m out of here. She reached up and flipped off her light, signaling a closed lane. She spun and started walking toward the door.


    “Wait! Miss!” Despite her desire to keep walking, her responsible side took over. She stopped and turned.


    “I’m on break now. One of the other lanes can help you.” She held firm.


    “But you were open just a second ago,” the customer whined, gesturing at the light.


    “I’m sorry,” Alicia said, trying to sound sincere. She had no intention of sacrificing her precious fifteen minutes for this pushy bitch.


    Technically, she was required to take her break in the rear of the store in the kitchen area, but she wanted to spend her time somewhere a little more interesting. She waved at Dave, the receipt checker, as she breezed past. He ignored her. Dork.


    Her Subaru was in the far corner of the parking lot, out of sight of the surveillance cameras. She beeped the car as she approached, and the headlights flashed once.


    Once safely ensconced in the car, she popped open the center console, took out her iPod, turned it on, and cranked up the volume. As an afterthought, she pushed the central door lock, sealing herself in. Digging around in her backpack, she pulled out a small Ziploc bag. With dismay, she realized her pot supply was almost exhausted. The ounce she had purchased only a week before was no more than seeds and a few lonely buds. Shit.


    She broke the seal on the bag with the tip of her finger and inhaled, reveling in the pungent aroma of the remains of her Super Skunk. She reached into her backpack again and pulled out her bowl, a compact swirled-glass favorite she had had since junior high school.


    Someone rapped on her window, and she jumped in surprise. Cupping her pipe in one hand, she put on her most innocent face and peeked out, prepared for the worst.


    Fuck me. She relaxed. Brittany stood outside the car grinning like a maniac. Alicia exhaled a sigh of relief and pressed the unlock button.


    Brittany slid in beside her. “Thanks. Can you believe the crowds today?”


    With a noncommittal shrug, Alicia locked the doors and retrieved her pot. She chose the plumpest bud from her bag and crammed it into her bowl. “Sucks in there.” She lit up.


    Brittany eyed her. “It does. I couldn’t take it anymore.”


    Alicia snorted, smoke jetting from her nose in twin streams and passed the pipe. They spent the next ten minutes smoking and refilling until only shake remained in the baggie, and they had run out of things to talk about. Alicia laughed to herself.


    “What?” Brittany asked, tapping the ashes of the bowl into an empty Diet Coke can.


    Alicia shook her head. “It’s nothing.” She checked the clock through heavy-lidded eyes. Three minutes until her break was over. Her life was supposed to have started by now. Instead, here she was, stuck in this shitty Costco in Tempe.


    “Are you ready?” Brittany asked, shattering Alicia’s reverie.


    “Sure. I guess.” She wasn’t. She could spend all day out here.


    She stuffed her pipe and the empty Ziploc into the bottom of her backpack, tucking them under a spare pair of panties. “Okay. Let’s go.”


    The girls got out of the car, surrounded by a billowing cloud of smoke, and began the long walk across the hot parking lot. As they neared the front door, Alicia stopped and took Brittany by the elbow. “Do you ever think about leaving here? I mean…”


    Brittany gave her a puzzled look. “Not really... Why? What’s wrong?”


    Alicia shuffled her feet. “I’m just…tired of this place.” She looked at the ground.


    Brittany laughed. “You’re moody because you’re stoned. You always get like this.” She had a point. Brittany arched a perfect eyebrow. “Are you going out tonight?”


    Alicia shrugged. “I don’t know. It depends—”


    Brittany cut her off. “Call me if you do. I want to get out for a little while.”


    “I will.”


    They entered the store and went their separate ways. Three more hours, Alicia thought with a pained expression.


  



  

    Three


     


     


    Jack leaned on his shovel and ran the back of his hand across his brow, wiping off the accumulated sweat. He stole a glance at his wife Becka and waited in silence as she dumped a shovelful of dirt. “Something to drink?”


    She dropped her shovel with a thud. “I thought you’d never ask.”


    Jack groaned. His arms tingled, and his shoulders burned. He needed a glass of tea and a few minutes to relax if he had any hope of finishing the job today. Or maybe even a beer.


    “Okay. I’ll be back in a minute.” He sank his shovel into a mound of dirt and took off across the yard toward the front porch.


    The hole, seven feet long by six wide and a little over a foot deep at the moment, was intended for a koi pond, a surprise birthday present for their twin daughters, Maddie and Ellie. As usual, they didn’t have enough money to hire an excavator, so this had become yet one more in an endless procession of do-it-yourself projects.


    The idea had been born two weeks before on a routine trip to Home Depot. He was browsing the tool aisle when she called out to him. “Jack?”


    “Huh?” He held a shovel in each hand, trying to decide if the shiny stainless steel model warranted an extra twenty dollars.


    “I’ve got an idea,” she said, her voice full of mischief. Uh oh. He knew that tone. Trouble. He gave her his attention. “You know how the girls are into fish…”


    Jack nodded. The girls were in the midst of their first small pet phase. From bettas to goldfish to species he couldn’t even pronounce, the house looked like an aquarium, with tanks covering every horizontal surface. Becka’s idea consisted of a second shovel—stainless, he insisted—along with a large, black plastic pond insert and a cheap solar pump.


    He suppressed a groan. “Are you sure? What about winter? Won’t it freeze?”


    Becka rolled her eyes, took the shovel, and threw it in their cart.


    Half an hour later, they were on their way home with the tools in the bed of his pickup along with an eight-by-ten pond.


    He strolled into the kitchen, got two glasses from the cabinet over the sink, and then went to the refrigerator. A refreshing wave of chilled air washed over him when he opened the French doors. Damn.... He held them open and wedged his entire six-foot-two frame in as close as possible, savoring the coolness. He stayed in that position for a full minute, eyes half-closed, fantasizing about a mythical afternoon of leisure, a distant memory from the time before the girls. Finally satisfied, he took a half-full pitcher of iced tea from the top shelf and filled their glasses.


    On the way out, he grabbed two oatmeal cookies from a plate on the counter, stuffing one into his mouth and pinching the other between the fingers of his free hand. Pushing through the front door, he smiled. Becka was lying in the grass, her eyes closed, her legs dangling into the hole. Covered in dirt and grime, with her dirty-blonde hair plastered against her head, she looked at peace with herself, completely in her element. Her white cotton halter top, the torn one she always wore when working outside in the summer, clung to the curves of her body, leaving little to his imagination. He descended the stairs and crossed the yard with a lascivious grin, fantasizing about what he was going to do with her later in the evening after they put the girls down. That was, if he could stay awake after all this digging. Becka heard him approach and opened her eyes. He handed her a tea and the uneaten cookie.


    “Thanks.” She touched the cold drink to her cheek and smiled, glowing.


    He drained his own glass and let out a growling belch.


    “Excuse me,” he said, embarrassed.


    Becka giggled.


    Jack touched the still-cool glass to his cheek. “I should have brought the pitcher out. I’m still thirsty. “


    Becka sipped again and waved at the house with her free hand. Jack took off.


     


    ***


     


    Becka put her empty glass on a level spot and climbed back into the pit. They had to go down at least one more foot before declaring victory. It would be easy if it weren’t for the damned roots, some the size of her forearm, several even larger. She still couldn’t believe they came from the old cottonwood stump. Jack had laughed off her concerns at first, easily slicing through a bundle with the point of his shovel. But they kept appearing, as if the ground was determined to see them fail.


    After three miserable hours and six inches of progress, she had asked “Do you want to try digging somewhere else?”


    Jack was adamant. “No. This is the best spot in the yard. Plus, we’re outside the main fence—which is what we wanted.”


    As they dug deeper, the roots multiplied. Becka estimated they had spent at least half of their time so far cutting the damned things. A testament to their efforts, a giant pile of shredded bark and root bits teetered beside the hole. They were committed.


    She checked her watch. Four thirty. The twins were due to return at six. She shook her head in dismay. This won’t be done in an hour. Maybe not in ten...


    She considered calling Jack’s mom and asking if she could keep the kids for a couple more hours, but decided it wasn’t worth the hassle. It almost never was with her mother-in-law.


    Becka resumed digging. She wedged her shovel under a particularly stubborn rootball, and leaned on the handle. Throwing her entire body into the effort, she hopped up and down, grunting like a wounded animal. The root popped out, but the shovel kept going, plunging deep before stopping abruptly with a leg-numbing clang.


    “What the…?” She knelt and began sifting through the crumbly soil with her gloved hands, sweeping the dirt into a pile behind her.


    “What’s that?”


    She nearly jumped out of her skin. “Jack! You surprised me!” She pointed at the thing she had uncovered. “I found something!”


    “No shit?” Placing the pitcher on the ground, he climbed in beside her and started to help. Jack scratched his head and stood. Listening intently, he stomped hard on the flat metal surface.  “Sounds hollow,” he said, perplexed. “I bet we’ve got an old oil tank here.”


    Becka didn’t have words to express her frustration. She glared at the new obstacle, fuming inside. This was supposed to be easy.


  



  

    Four


     


     


    Megan scrunched her eyes shut, willing herself to sleep. It didn’t work. She was too damned hot. With a frustrated groan, she kicked out from under the sheet and padded across the trailer to the ancient air conditioner. She jabbed the power button, and the machine rattled to life.


    On the way back to bed, she snatched the television remote from the coffee table. Her roommate Heather had gone out of town, which meant Megan had the entire trailer to herself. Usually this would be cause for celebration, but for some reason this morning, Megan craved company, wanted to talk to someone real.


    The next five days were wide open, her first vacation in over six months, and she planned to use the time to her full advantage. She had a ticket in her purse to Tucson, where her sister lived. All that stood between her and her much-deserved break was the hour-long drive into Vegas. Her thoughts drifted to Chloe. Married with three children and a house in the suburbs, Chloe’s lifestyle was the polar opposite of Megan’s. Despite their differences, the sisters remained close. Megan played the role of favorite aunt to her nieces and nephew, showering them with gifts and treating them like the children she hoped to have some day.


    She turned her attention to the television. Infomercial. Flipping through the channels, she settled on a documentary about supervolcanoes in Wyoming. That kind of thing fascinated her. She crawled back on the bed and cranked up the volume. Sleep should be close—she hoped. The Xanax she had popped half an hour ago was already nibbling at the fringe of her consciousness, sanding the rough edges off the night and turning the world into a soft and fuzzy place.


    Another difference from Chloe. Or maybe not. Kids seemed the perfect justification for a discreet Xanax habit. She chuckled to herself, amused at their unlikely similarities. She didn’t enjoy using the little blue pills, quite the contrary. But they sure took the edge off after a long night on her back. Anyone who said you could fuck for a living without some sort of self-medication was full of shit in Megan’s book.


    Someone knocked on the door. “Yeah? Come in!”


    The door swung open and Samantha Cantor, her boss, slipped inside. She nudged the door closed with her heel. Megan sat up. “Sam! Hey! What are you doing here?”


     “Have you seen the news yet, Megan?” Sam asked.


    Megan cringed. “No. Why? Is something going on?” The last time someone had asked her that was the day the International Space Station had been destroyed by an errant satellite, killing everyone on board.


    Sam walked over and made a spot for herself on the edge of the bed. She took the remote and flipped to CNN. Red banners and scrolling text screaming “Breaking News”blanketed the screen. A live shot from a helicopter hovered in the center. The camera jiggled and zoomed several times before finally stabilizing on a crowded street corner.


    Megan stared in disbelief as people dashed in and out of the camera’s view, colliding with each other as they raced in every direction. In some cases, they appeared to be wrestling, locked in a gruesome struggle for an unseen prize.  The aerial camera focused on a young mother and her infant as a man tackled them from behind, pushing them into the street. As Megan and Sam watched, a speeding police cruiser, lights flashing, drove over all three, swerved out of control, and crashed into the rear of a UPS truck. The camera zoomed back out.


    “Oh, my God!” Sam exclaimed.


    Megan was confused. The coverage had the vibe of a street shot from some third-world hellhole. Desperate to find the ubiquitous robed men with chicken-scratched signs, she scanned the crowd, but only saw people that looked like herself—like her neighbors back home.


    The scene shifted and the profile of the Transamerica Pyramid filled the background. A pall of thick, oily smoke clung to the horizon, blanketing the city with a viscous fog. “That’s San Francisco.” She gulped.


    The video feed shrank to a small box in the lower left of the screen and was replaced by a shot of a man with a close-trimmed beard.


    “This is Richard Mosby reporting from Washington. The president has declared a national state of emergency given the current events in San Francisco, Washington, and Miami. A press conference is scheduled for the top of the hour. CNN will have live coverage. Please stay tuned for the latest updates.”


    Megan nudged the volume down. “What’s he talking about? I don’t understand.”


    Sam coughed. “No one knows. It came out of nowhere…the first symptoms start like the flu. Within a couple of hours, people begin to change; they become violent, attacking everyone around them…”


    Megan flipped to another news channel. Same thing, different reporters. She grabbed her mobile phone, punched in Chloe’s number, then put the phone to her ear.. She frowned and checked the screen. “It’s not working. I don’t have a signal.”


    Sam gave her a sad nod. “They’ve been down for hours. Vegas, too.”


    A chill ran through her body, making her shiver. She stared at the screen, willing the signal bars to appear, but they didn’t.


    Megan took her laptop from the nightstand and opened her Instant Messenger program. Her sister wasn’t online. Switching to email, she banged out a quick message, asking her to call.


    She looked at Sam. “What do we do?”


    “Vegas seemed fine, at least a few hours ago.” Sam had been in Vegas the night before negotiating with a strip club owner about a promotional tie-in with the brothel. Sam shrugged and sniffled. “Anyway, I wanted to make sure you knew what was going on. I know you have plans to fly out of Vegas this afternoon... You may want to reconsider.”


    Megan got up and went to the window. She peered out, squinting into the sun. Everything appeared normal. Red dirt and rocks stretched as far as she could see. Scrub grass and tumbleweed cooked in the harsh sunlight.


    Sam cleared her throat. “I’m heading back into Vegas to get some supplies. Do you want to come along?”


    Megan turned around. “I don’t think that’s such a good idea, Sam. What if it’s reached Vegas?”


    Sam leaned away and coughed into her hand, a wet, raspy sound like an old, dry chainsaw. “I know. I thought of that, but our regular delivery arrives tomorrow and we’re low on everything. If they don’t show...”


    Megan understood her concerns. She shared them. Without their weekly supplies, they wouldn’t survive for long. Life in the desert was unforgiving this time of year with temperatures soaring into the 120s and no rain to speak of. She thought of her last shift and shuddered. Twelve clients in all, breathing on her, her sweat mingling with theirs. Inside of her. Her heart beat faster; her stomach churned. Megan took a deep breath, trying to calm herself. She didn’t feel sick.


    Sam picked up on her consternation. “What’s wrong?”


    “Nothing.” Megan shook her head.


    Sam patted her on the hand and got to her feet. “I’m sure it will all be fine. These things happen…” Her first step was unsteady, as if she had forgotten how to walk. Sweat poured from her brow, falling to the floor in fat drops. Giant stains blossomed from nowhere in the pits of her arms.


    Megan straightened, putting a hand out to Sam. “Are you okay?”


    As she watched, the color drained from Sam’s cheeks, leaving her face a pasty gray with blood vessels visibly throbbing slowly beneath translucent skin.


    As if on autopilot, Sam took another step before she faltered again. She pitched face-first into the narrow gap beside the bed, swiping Megan’s alarm clock on the way down and setting it off. Megan sat in shocked silence, unable to believe what was happening in front of her. The alarm blared. Shit! She leaped across the room and attempted to pull Sam up, but she couldn’t get leverage. The older woman was wedged in, pinned tight at her shoulders.


    Megan snaked her hand to Sam’s neck and checked for a pulse. Nothing. She tried the other side, but got the same result. Oh, shit.


  



  

    Five


     


     


    Four o’clock. Come on, four o’clock.


    Alicia had only one hour left in her shift. Her buzz had worn off a while ago, leaving her tired, cranky, and craving a nap. She couldn’t keep her eyes off the cheap digital clock attached to the top of her register, checking it every time she opened the drawer, and again when she slammed it closed. “Shitty economy,” she muttered under her breath.


    “Excuse me?” her current customer, a stylish, middle-aged woman with perfect bangs and a fat glittering rock on her left hand asked.


    “I’m sorry. It’s nothing. I’m babbling. I’ve had a bad day.”


    “I understand. I was your age once.”


    Alicia smiled despite herself. This biddy has a sense of humor. She reached for the first item on the conveyer belt, a giant bottle of Vodka. Curiosity got the better of her. “Big party?”


    The woman nodded, fine strands of hair dancing on her forehead. “Yes. My son is graduating from the community college tomorrow.”


    Alicia perked up. “Which one?”


    “City.”


    “No way.” She stopped the conveyor belt. “I know some people over there.”


    “His name is Chaz. Chaz Perkins.”


    A hot flash of anger coursed through Alicia. She broke eye contact, glanced away, and tried to steady herself.


    She had met Chaz a year ago at a friend’s house. He had shown up with one of Alicia’s friends and brought along a good friend of his own—a fat sack of weed. The late-spring party had started in mid-afternoon and raged into the night, providing ample time for Alicia to get way too messed up. She outdid herself, dipping into Chaz’s stash over and over, chasing the perfect high. She had awakened the next morning in the back of his Grand Cherokee.


    Sun beamed on her face, making her sweat. The air stank, a toxic mixture of stale pot, beer, and rancid body odor. Worst of all, she was naked from the waist down, and her pants were missing. Her recollection of the previous night fuzzed out sometime around sunset. Looking at Chaz snoring contentedly beside her, she couldn’t fathom what she had been thinking. An oafish, clumsy boy, he had nothing going for him beyond a bottomless stash of weed.


    She found her shorts wadded up on the front passenger seat and slipped into them as quietly as she could. Then she crawled out of the truck and dashed down the street to her car.


    Later that day, she had gone to the drugstore and picked up two doses of the morning after pill, just in case. She was a ball of nerves as she waited in her doctor’s office a few weeks later, convinced she had caught some horrible disease from Chaz. She got lucky, though, and received a clean bill of health.


    She had never spoken to him again, had almost forgotten about the incident until this moment. She tried to smile. “I don’t know him. Sorry.”


    “Well, it’s going to be a big party. If you’re looking for something to do, here’s the address.” The woman tore a slip of paper from her checkbook and started scribbling.


    “Thanks,” Alicia said, biting back her disgust as she took the paper to be polite. Out of the corner of her eye, she noticed the next customer in line glaring at her. She smiled in return.


    Finally, she scanned the woman’s last item, a carton of toothbrushes, and pushed the Total button.


    “Joan,” the woman said as she handed over her American Express. She doesn’t give up.


    Alicia swiped the card. “Nice to meet you. I’m Alicia.” She studied Joan’s face while the transaction processed. Up close, she looked like she took care of herself. Early forties, maybe forty-five, about her mom’s age, Alicia guessed. And those bangs—just fabulous. She had to fight the urge to ask the name of her hairdresser.


    A commotion erupted near the return counter. A young man, the cart jockey, she thought, tore through the entrance, his feet slipping and sliding on the polished concrete floor.


    “They’re coming!” People stared at him for a moment, and then returned to their business.


    Alicia made eye contact. Big mistake. He dashed to her station, grabbed her by the shoulders, and shook her. “You have to get out of here! Now! They’re in the lot. They’ll be inside any minute!”


    Something dripped on her upper arm. He was bleeding on her. “Eww!” She shook him off and pointed at the wound. “Are you okay? Did you cut yourself?”


    “No! I’m fine. But that’s what I’m trying to tell you! They’re coming!” He turned and raced away, bumping into her next customer and spilling her cart in the process. Someone outside screamed, causing everyone to crane their heads, searching for the source.


    Now Alicia was curious. She took her register keys and went to investigate. Other people, both customers and employees, were drifting in the same direction, drawn by the unexpected drama. When she rounded the corner and was able to see outside, Alicia felt her understanding of the world rip loose and slide away, a little earthquake in her mind.


    Across the lot, less than thirty feet away, a man was on his knees, bent over another person, ripping and tearing at their throat. He was pulling enormous, bloody chunks of meat into his mouth and inhaling them like a wild animal.


    “Is that real?” Joan asked from beside her.


    Alicia had forgotten about her. She shrugged. This was Tempe after all. Anything was possible. Where’s a damn manager when you need one? She cast about, searching for one. A giant hand brushed her shoulder, and the next thing she knew, Big Don Harding, her supervisor, nudged her to the side and pushed past.


    Her stomach knotted up. She tasted bile, as if she was going to vomit. “You can’t go outside,” she said.


    He gave her a stern glare. “And why not?”


    “I…”


    He rolled his eyes. “Come on, Alicia. I’m sure it’s some kind of movie promotion or something. Whatever it is, they can’t do it here. Not without getting approval from Corporate.” He started for the exit.


    Alicia turned her attention back to the men in the parking lot. The first man was standing and staring at the people clustered around the door. Blood and gore dripped from his face, coating his chest in Technicolor-red. He chewed intently and swallowed the last bits of his meal.


    She glanced behind him at the body on the ground. It twitched. Alicia did a double take. She could have sworn the man on the ground had just moved. That’s impossible. As she stared in disbelief, one of his feet kicked out. Then, with a groan, he rolled over and struggled to his feet.


    Alicia swallowed hard. The man’s throat was in tatters, the fleshy parts chewed to the point where his vertebrae showed through, glistening white, slick, and greasy. His head tilted at an odd angle, the destroyed muscles of his neck barely supporting the weight of his head.


    Customers began backing from the open door, slowly at first, but then with a rising sense of urgency. Alicia sensed the fear sweeping through the crowd; it was an electric current triggering a full-blown panic in the blink of an eye.


    “I don’t like this,” she said. “I think you should close up.”


    Don was paralyzed, seemingly torn between his duty to the store and his instinct for self-preservation. The man with no throat turned his head, tracking slowly across the front of the building. He stopped and focused on Alicia, his empty gaze boring into her. He began to moan, the sound increasing in intensity until it became a full-fledged roar. He took a shaky step toward her. The other man licked his lips and followed.


     Alicia screamed, “Close the fucking doors, Don!”


  



  

    Six


     


     


    Cesar smiled, recalling his first journey north—the heat, the people, the sense of hope laced with desperation. What he remembered most vividly was the overwhelming satisfaction of embarking on a grand adventure, of shrugging off his old life and gambling everything on his ability to survive the wilderness and avoid the patrulla fronteriza, the border patrol.


    The path undulated like an angry serpent, shattered red and brown rocks fading away to smooth desert floor before abruptly returning. Pebble-filled arroyos crisscrossed the landscape at random intervals, torturing him with constant reminders of nonexistent water.


    He got a small sense of comfort from being on this path again, from knowing he wasn’t alone in his quest for a better life. The mental image of thousands of feet marching north on this trail helped put him at ease despite the monumental task ahead.


    The sun rode low in the eastern sky. Already blazing, Cesar knew the day would be long and brutal. He figured they had covered twenty-five or thirty kilometers since exiting the old Chevy on the Mexican side of the border. They were well inside the United States by now, far past the point of no return.


    The going was slow. His ragtag group consisted of three men like himself, young, fit, and accustomed to working in the hot afternoon sun. However, unlike his first crossing, four women and two small children had also chosen to make the trip.


    Cesar was prepared for the journey, had been for as long as he could remember. Ever since his deportation a year earlier following an Immigration and Customs Enforcement raid in Kansas City, he had focused every waking moment on preparations for his return. He had worked three jobs to raise enough cash to pay his coyotero and yet, he had fallen short. A five-hundred-dollar loan from his uncle had carried him over the top.


    But the others? He knew little about whether they would survive the heat, the blistering pace, and the abject brutality of the Sonoran desert in the middle of the summer. He hoped so. He felt responsible for them, as if his previous experience north of the border had bestowed some sort of divine responsibility, an unseen burden he dared not abandon.


    He took a sip of water and hitched up his jeans. At five-foot-four, with shoulder-length black hair tied in a loose ponytail, Cesar looked like a million other brown men toiling in the American service economy. His most distinguishing feature was his easy grin, an infectious, toothy smile that instantly put people at ease.


    He started to spit, and then thought better of it, swallowing his saliva instead. Need to conserve water out here, he chastised himself. Every drop counts…


    He took another step and kicked a rock to the side. His thoughts shifted to his family in Mexico. His mother, always overprotective of her youngest son, had gotten hysterical when he told her he was going north again. She had begged and pleaded with him, trying to convince him the Americans would put him in jail this time, lock him away for the rest of his life if he was caught.


    His father, an unemployed mechanic, had taken a different approach. He understood the economic realities of Mexico; he saw firsthand the desperation of young men with nowhere to go, with nothing to do. He feared the lure of the drug cartels and realized it was only a matter of time before they swept his son into a life from which he would never return.


    “The gringos love us when times are good,” his father had said. “But if things are bad, like now, they will turn on you and make your life miserable. Don’t ever forget that.”


    There was a rustling off to Cesar’s right, on the other side of a patch of barrel cactus. Conejo. “Rabbit,” Cesar whispered to himself, practicing his English.


             He thought of his cousin Efrain. Is he here? Is he lying feet from me, only bones, or did he make it? Maybe he was caught and is sitting in jail? Efrain had left for Idaho three months earlier, but had never reached his destination. His disappearance, another sad example of the risks involved in going north, had been the talk of the town.


    Cesar banished the thought from his mind and continued walking. A short, rock-covered hill rose in front of him. He started climbing. From the other side, below his line of sight, he heard shouting. Cocking his head, he tried to catch the words. It took him a moment to realize they were speaking English. What?


    A crippling spike of fear tore through his gut as he crested the rise and got his first glimpse of the scene below. Two white men stood at the front of the line talking to Miguel, the coyotero. They carried menacing assault rifles and were dressed in desert camouflage from head to toe.


    Cesar’s first impression was border patrol, but upon closer inspection, he realized he was wrong. Neither man wore insignia on their uniform, nor did they have the close-shaved, professional look he associated with the patrol. Also, one was grossly obese, his belly tumbling over his belt like a sack of flour.


    The fat man pointed at him. “You! Up there! Get down here!”


    Cesar complied, picking his way carefully down the hill until he joined the rest of the group. As Cesar watched, the fat man barked at Miguel in staccato English, gesturing wildly with the barrel of his gun. His jowls shook like fresh jalea every time he moved his head.


    Even more than the sun and the heat, Cesar feared bandits. But these men were something else—something new.


    “What do you think is happening?” whispered the woman behind him. Cesar shrugged, trying to remain calm despite the ball of nausea percolating in his gut.


    The fat man fired a short burst into the air. Everyone stopped talking. The woman moved closer, and her fingers sought out his arm. “Tengo miedo,” she whispered. I’m scared.


    “It’s okay,” Cesar lied.


    The gunmen turned away and conversed in hushed tones, gesturing repeatedly at Cesar’s terrified group and pointing north.


    Cesar put his hand on the woman’s shoulder. “Get ready to run.” She shook her head vigorously and gestured at the other woman standing to the side with one of the children. “I can’t. That’s my sister and her daughter.” Closing his eyes, Cesar said a quick prayer for the woman and her child.


    He checked his rear, looking for other gunmen. It was clear. He visualized a canyon system they had passed a half-kilometer back where he could hide.


    Miguel took a step forward, got in the slim gunman’s face, and poked him in the chest. The man laughed and nudged his partner in the ribs. Cesar tensed, preparing for the worst. Faster than Cesar would have expected for a man his size, the fat man raised his rifle and leveled it at Miguel’s face.


    One of the children began to cry, calling for his father. Time slowed to a crawl. The gun against Miguel’s head became his everything for an interminable instant, the bridge between the life and death. He couldn’t tear his eyes away.


    Crack! Miguel spun away and fell to the ground. A hawk cried out far above them.


    “Does anyone else have a problem?” the shooter bellowed.


    Cesar swallowed, his throat his own desert. As the murderer trained his gun on the remaining survivors, his partner kneeled beside Miguel’s body and rolled it over. He rifled through the pockets until he found the dead man’s wallet. Flipping it open, he pulled out a handful of pesos and American dollars and dropped them on the corpse’s chest.


    We’re going to die now, Cesar realized with sudden clarity. Right here. My family will never know what happened to me. Like Efrain.


    Behind him, the woman was praying, repeating the same bible verse. “Padre me protege porque he pecado…”


    The man finished his search, and finding nothing of value, got to his feet. He whispered something to his partner.


    With a wave of his gun, the fat man pointed at a towering saguaro. “Okay, everyone. By that cactus! Turn out your pockets!” The time to run had passed. Cesar had no choice but to comply. He cursed his cowardice and went to stand beside the cactus.


    “On your knees!” the gunman screamed, his high-pitched voice sounding like one from a little girl on a playground. Cesar fell to his knees, closed his eyes, and tried to think about his family.


    The men raised their weapons.


  



  

    Seven


     


     


    Taos, New Mexico


     


    Jack realized Becka had reached the end of her patience when she hauled herself from the pit and plopped down in the grass. She stripped off her gloves, drew her knees up to her chin, and sighed.


    “Okay, Bob Vila,” she said with a tired grin. “If that’s a fuel-oil tank, then tell me why it’s buried in our front yard.”


    Jack shrugged and gazed at the ground between the house and the barrier, mentally tracing a long-dormant oil supply line to the furnace, which now ran on propane. “I guess that’s how they did things—”


    The phone rang, interrupting him


    Jack scanned the yard, searching for the phone, then spied it on the front porch where he had left it earlier.


    “I’ll get it.” He climbed to his feet. “I need to hit the bathroom anyway.”


    Grabbing the cordless phone from the top step, he answered the call.


    “Jack! Oh, my God! I’m so glad I got you!” his mother cried from the receiver.


    He straightened up, suddenly alert. Something’s wrong with the girls. Before he could ask, she uttered the magic words, “Don’t worry. Maddie and Ellie are fine.”


    Jack breathed a sigh of relief.


    Her voice reedy with concern, his mother asked, “Have you seen the news this morning?”


    “No. We’ve been—”


    “Well, turn it on. Now.” Jack’s mother was not one to argue with. At sixty-four, and after raising six children, she knew what she wanted, and she didn’t take no for an answer.


    Jack made his way through the door and grabbed the remote. When he turned on the television, the flatscreen snapped to life, filling the room with the saccharine soundtrack from the girls’ favorite cartoon series. He hit the mute button.


    Ellie, he thought with a smile. Oldest by a minute and a half, Ellie had an all-consuming passion for everything on the Cartoon Network.


    “Ok, Mom. The TV’s on.”


    “Good. Now go to CNN.”


    Jack fumbled with the buttons, landing first on a gardening show. Cursing, he punched in the numbers again and was rewarded with the CNN logo. A thick red banner crawled across the bottom of the screen. The words ‘Martial law declared,’ printed in tall, bold, white letters, screamed for attention. What the hell? He cranked up the volume.


    The camera cut to a long-distance shot. The commentator babbled frantically, talking over the remote reporter. Jack recognized Times Square. It looked nothing like he remembered. The camera swooped to street level.


    Chaos. That was the only word he could think of to describe the events playing out on the screen. The streets seethed with people struggling with each other, dashing every which way. The faint pop-pop-pop of gunshots echoed somewhere off-camera.


    Wait. He moved forward, trying to get a better view. Is that…? As if reading his mind, the camera panned and tightened on a man in a business suit sawing into the neck of a police officer who was lying in the middle of the street. Jack stared in fascinated disgust as two women joined the scene.  One went for the officer’s midsection, and the other latched onto an upper thigh. Blood arced through the air, and the man on the ground writhed in pain. Then he was still.


    Jack gasped. “What’s happening, Ma? Did someone attack New York again?”


    She let out a low sob. “No… No one knows. Several hours ago, people started getting sick and attacking each other... It’s everywhere. It’s awful…”


    Jack was incredulous. His heart pounded. He felt sick to his stomach. “That’s impossible! Everywhere? Who…?”


    “Yes. Everywhere. All over the world. Washington, London, Cairo…. everywhere.”


    He couldn’t process what she was saying. “Hold on, Mom.”


    He went to the front door. “Becka! Something’s going on. Come inside! Quick!”


    As he returned his attention to the television, the live shot vanished, replaced by the scrolling ‘Martial law declared’ message and a studio shot. A frazzled-looking young man, not an anchor Jack recognized, fiddled with his tie from his seat behind the main desk.


    From off-camera, a staffer appeared and handed the anchorman a slip of paper before dashing back out of sight. The commentator scanned the note and frowned. He reached to his neck and loosened his tie, then wiped his brow. He seemed to age ten years in an instant.


    “Ladies and gentlemen, I’ve just learned the president has declared Washington a complete loss. The government is evacuating.” He gave a nervous cough and looked to one side. A million thoughts ran through Jack’s mind. He had friends on the east coast, some in Washington. Becka touched his arm, and he jumped.


    “Sorry,” she said. “What’s up?”


    He gestured at the television. “There’s something going on back east.”


    “It’s everywhere!” his mother corrected. He had forgotten he was still on the phone.


    Becka flipped over to MSNBC. Then Fox. The same story was playing on every channel.


    Massive simultaneous attacks were occurring around the globe. People were turning on each other and acting like cannibals for no apparent reason.


    “The kids!” Becka exclaimed, concern lining her face.


    “Mom says they’re fine.” Jack took her hand.


    “I’m scared.” Becka said with her eyes still glued to the screen.


             He returned his attention to the phone. “We’ll be over in a few, Mom.”


    “Okay.” She sounded distracted.


    “What is it, Ma?”


    She paused for a heartbeat, then answered, “There’s someone at the door.”


    Jack’s breath hitched in his throat. “Don’t open it. Lock it and wait for us to get there,” he ordered.


    “I’ll see you soon, dear,” she replied. The line went dead.


    Jack handed the phone to Becka and went to the kitchen to get his keys.  She was still standing there, staring at the television, when he returned. He put his arm around her shoulder. “Becka, honey, we need to go now.”


     


    ***


     


    Five minutes later, he was banging on his mother’s front door. “Ma! It’s us! Let us in!”


    The lock snapped loudly, and the door swung open. His mother motioned them through, slamming the door behind them and throwing the deadbolt once they were inside. “Did you see anything?” she asked, peering through the peephole.


    Confused, Jack shook his head. “No. Everything looks normal.”


    “Is that your son?” a man’s voice called out from the next room.


    Jack’s pulse quickened. “Who’s that?”


    His mother waved him off. “Don’t worry. It’s only Mr. Carhart, from next door. He can’t get in touch with his family in Atlanta.”


    She ushered them into the living room where they found Mr. Carhart sitting in an easy chair nursing an enormous glass of scotch. He looked miserable.


    “Where are the girls?” Becka asked immediately.


    Jack’s mom pointed at the ceiling. “Upstairs, napping.”


    “I’m going to go check on them.” Becka looked at Jack with an obvious invitation to join her.


    Jack hesitated, looked at his mom and then back at Becka. “I’ll be right up.”


    “Okay,” Becka said.


    As Becka climbed out of sight, Jack turned to his mother. “Have you heard anything else about what’s going on?”


    She motioned towards the couch. “Yes. But you’re going to want to sit for this…”


  



  

    Eight


     


     


    Boise, Idaho


     


    Bump.


    “Welcome to Boise, ladies and gentleman. The time here is ten forty-three AM. The temperature is seventy-eight degrees. We hope you enjoyed your flight and that you choose to fly with us again.”


    Huh?


    “Please remain in your seat with your belts fastened until the aircraft comes to a complete stop.”


    Kevin Salerno opened his eyes and blinked.


    His mouth was gummy and dry, as if someone had stuffed it with damp wool.


    “You must’ve had a long trip,” a voice on his right said. Kevin turned his head, following the sound. Sitting next to him was a middle-aged woman with big hair and a little too much makeup for her age. She held a paperback on her lap with her thumb tucked in to save her place. She looked like she was expecting an answer.


    “Uh huh,” he said noncommittally.


    The plane was still rolling, but Kevin unbuckled his seatbelt anyway. His seatmate gave him a disapproving frown. The plane bumped to a stop, inched forward a few feet, then stopped again. The plane repeated the process twice more before they reached the gate. A chime sounded overhead, and all of the cabin lights flickered to life. The air conditioning kicked in, sending a stream of cool air against his forehead.


    “Long trip,” Kevin offered up to his nosy neighbor.


    The woman smiled. “I’m going to see my grandkids. What about you?”


    Kevin rolled his eyes. Why do people always wait until landing to start talking? Can’t they just leave well enough alone? “Well, I hope you have a good visit,” he said, ignoring her question and fiddling with his seatback.


    She smiled, obviously believing he really gave a shit. “Me, too. Are you here for business or pleasure?”


    “Neither,” he said, offering no explanation.


    She gave him a puzzled look.


    “Look, Miss…”


    “Martha.” She smiled.


    “Martha.” He tried to force a smile, but failed. “I’m sorry, but I’m not very pleasant when I first wake up. I’ve had a really long week, and I just want to get home. I really hope you have a good time in town.”


    Martha’s smile collapsed. “I just…”


    “I know,” Kevin said. “You just wanted to talk. Not today, though.”


    He turned his back on her, leaving her hanging mid-sentence, and stood to retrieve his carry-on from the luggage bin above. Starting in Shanghai the day before—or was it tomorrow? He always got confused—he had been on the move for twenty-two hours. This was the final leg of his trip. All that remained was an hour’s drive home. He was so close he could taste it.


    Ten rows forward, in what passed for Business Class in modern American air travel, the flight attendant disarmed the door. It popped open with a whoosh, and instantly the cool and humid ten-thousand-foot pressurized air he had been breathing since Seattle was replaced with the dry air of southern Idaho.


    People began filing off of the airplane slowly at first, then picking up speed as they realized their brief period of captivity was finally over. As Kevin entered the jetway, he felt a deep sense of calm wash over his body. He had been on the road for the past two weeks negotiating a deal between his employer and a Shanghai component supplier. He was sick and tired of the road; he only wanted to be home with a beer in his hand and his feet propped up on the railing while he watched the sun set over the western mountains.


    The line stopped moving. Passengers collided with each other, slow to react to the sudden stoppage. A chorus of groans echoed up the jet way. Kevin craned his head to see what was going on at the exit, but it was no use. There were too many people.


    “Come on,” he muttered. “Move your asses…” In his mind’s eye, he could see his motorcycle waiting for him in the extended-stay parking lot. Another twenty minutes and he’d be roaring west to his cabin in the Boise foothills.


    Someone screamed. A gun went off, the sound roaring through the confined space of the jetway like summer thunder. Kevin’s insides turned to ice. He ducked down instinctively, trying to make himself a smaller target. A moment later, the flow of traffic reversed, and he found himself riding a panicked wave of humanity back toward the airplane.


  



  

    Nine


     


     


    High above Western Kansas


     


    Captain Mike Pringle scratched his chin as he scanned the instrument cluster of the Boeing 757-200 that was hurtling west at four hundred and twenty knots. Everything checked out, as expected, and his thoughts drifted back to the previous evening.


    Stuck in Washington because of severe thunderstorms, he had made the best of a bad situation, spending the night with an exotic Air France hostess named Barbara, who was also grounded by the weather. The sex had been phenomenal, lasting until dawn when he finally collapsed from sheer exhaustion. He had managed to squeeze in a few blissful hours of sleep, barely enough to meet the legal limit.


    At forty-four, Mike was doing exactly what he wanted with his life. After a relatively successful career with the Air Force and two tours supporting the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan, he had opted for early retirement rather than chase the next set of bars on his shoulder. Life in the military meant long hours and low pay with the constant threat of people shooting at him. That was fine for the young guys, but he had bigger plans.


    Since joining United Airlines three years earlier, he had methodically climbed the seniority ladder, to the point where he now spent most of his days high above the flyover states. The next step was to get on the international roster. He figured that was a year, maybe two, away. He didn’t mind. Being a pilot had its perks, especially the steady supply of fresh new women.


    He glanced at his copilot, Marty Sellers, and grinned. At fifty-one, the father of five, and a devout Mormon, Marty was the anti-Mike. Strangely enough, the men got along well, and they made a determined effort to work together whenever possible. Mike figured Marty enjoyed living through his exploits, getting a vicarious thrill at glimpsing a life he had forsaken.


    “Big weekend plans?” Mike asked, looking to break the monotony of the trip.


    Marty folded his novel over his knee and stretched. “Nothing major. Swim meets for my oldest.”


    It was Friday morning and they had a hundred and sixty-five people on a nonstop from DC to San Francisco. The flight was running a day late, but for the most part, the passengers weren’t complaining. More storms were predicted for the weekend, and this was the only ticket out of town.


    An amber light blazed into life on his console. Cabin call.


    His radio squawked. “Sir? This is Brenda. We have a situation back here.” Brenda was serving the rear. He hadn’t worked with her before, but she had seemed professional enough during the preflight introductions. Mike raised an eyebrow at Marty.


    “I’m listening…”


    “A passenger in 36C. He’s—”


    Mike cut her off. “He’s what?”


    “He’s having trouble breathing.” A note of panic was creeping into her voice.


    Mike relayed the information to Marty, and they exchanged a look of concern. There wasn’t much either of them could do from the cockpit. FAA regulations barred them from leaving their seats to assist, even in the direst emergency.


    “Hold on, Brenda. I’ll find out if there’s a doctor on board.”


    “Thank you.”


    Changing the radio to broadcast to the entire plane, Mike cleared his throat and put on his best voice of authority. “Ladies and gentlemen, we are experiencing a medical emergency. If there are any doctors or trained medical personnel on board, please press the call button located directly over your head. I repeat, if you are a doctor or you have medical training, press the flight attendant call button.” He switched back to speak with Brenda. “Brenda?”


    “Yes, Mike?”


    “Any luck?”


    “Yes, sir. Two passengers. JoAnne is collecting them.” Good. JoAnne was in charge of the center of the plane. Mike had flown with her on several occasions and knew she had a solid head on her shoulders.


    “Thanks. Keep me posted.”


    “Think it’s serious?” Marty asked as Mike ended the call.


    “Beats me. Can you check with ground control and let them know we may need to make an emergency landing?”


    Marty nodded. “Sure. At this rate I don’t think we’re ever going to get home.” He began murmuring into the radio. The plane was still a little over three hours from their final destination. If they had to put down early, it probably meant Denver or Salt Lake City.


    Mike opened a line to Barbara again. “Barbara?”


    She didn’t respond at first, and then, suddenly, she screamed, an earsplitting howl of pain that drilled into Mike’s brain. Mike tore his radio off and held it a few inches away, massaging his sore ears. “What was that?”


    “Uh, Mike,” Marty said tentatively. “Denver’s not answering.”


    “Just a second Marty—” He dialed the volume down. “Barbara? What’s going on?”


    No response. Mike felt a tension headache building. He switched channels to first class. “I’m calling Chad.” Chad was the senior flight attendant on board and should be near the phone. Mike relied upon his crew for a host of duties, not the least of which was security. There was no response. Maybe he’s helping JoAnne, he ruminated, his concern mounting. He tried again. Three rings without an answer.


    “Mike.” Marty waved at him.


    “What is it?”


    “I can’t raise Chicago, either...”


    Mike was getting a bad feeling, the sort of tickle he had gotten in Afghanistan when a mission was about to go to shit. It wasn’t something he could put his finger on, just an itch in the back of his mind, like bobbing on the ocean at night and feeling a large animal brushing against your legs.


    Marty continued to fiddle with the communications system, switching frequencies, trying to raise the major air traffic control centers along their route, to no avail. “There must be someone else out there.” He punched up a radar screen that displayed the airspace around them.


    “Mike. Look!” He pointed at a blip ten miles out and closing. According to the transponder, the signal represented a Continental Airlines flight heading due east at twenty-six thousand feet.


    Mike matched frequencies with the other airplane and keyed his transmitter. “Continental Eight Two, this is United Four One requesting ground relay.” He held his breath as he waited for a response.


    Finally, after what seemed like eternity, a female voice responded. “United Four One. This is Continental Eight Two. Negative on ground relay. Repeat. Negative on—” There was a sharp BANG, and the communications channel went silent.


    “Continental Eight Two. United Four One. Come back.”


    Dead air.


    As they watched, Continental 82 crossed through twenty thousand feet. Seventeen thousand. Ten thousand. It was going down.


    The skies were clear, and Mike bent forward to the cockpit window, scanning for any trace of the other aircraft. It was difficult to see over the nose of the giant Boeing, but he thought he caught a flash of metal far below. He shared a solemn look with Marty. “I think they went down.”


    Marty double-checked the radar. Continental 82 had vanished.


    Mike pulled out his mobile phone. Three bars. It was a long shot to place a call this high. The plane’s speed relative to the towers on the ground would make holding a signal nearly impossible. “I’m gonna try headquarters,” he said. “They’ll be able to tell us what’s happening.”


    Marty looked like he was in shock. Unlike Mike, he had no combat background. He had worked his way up to the right seat via the private aviation world, starting with small commuter aircraft hauling people up and down the West coast and eventually graduating to the big jets.


    Mike dialed the switchboard in Chicago and pressed Send. The line rang three times before he was connected. A voicemail recording came on with a stock message explaining that the navigation menu had recently changed and recommending he listen closely to ensure he reached the correct party.


    Mike cursed, and praying for an operator, mashed down on the zero button. He needed someone who could tell him what the hell was going on.


    Crash!


    That was in first class, Mike thought. It sounded like a drink cart tipping over.


    He pulled the phone away from his ear and motioned to Marty. The door had a sliding security peephole mounted at eye-level, a means of inspecting the length of the cabin without exposing themselves to anyone trying to take control of the aircraft.


    Before Marty could respond, the cockpit door rattled with a direct impact. But it held. Visions of Continental 82 flashed through Mike’s head as he speculated on what was happening in the rear. Thoughts of 9/11 intermingled with his fear. Are we under attack again?


    For the first time, Mike was grateful for the reinforced doors. He had bitterly opposed their introduction when they had first been announced. He felt that as a pilot he had a responsibility to show his face to the crew and passengers and to be accessible at all times.


    Putting his phone up to his ear, he motioned for Marty to check the door. Marty unfastened his harness and made his way between the seats to the peephole. Sliding the cover aside, he put his eye to the door. There was another impact, and Marty jerked reflexively.


    “What is it?” Mike asked, curiosity burning a hole in his gut.


    “Hold on.” Marty tried again. Mike watched with anticipation. Meanwhile, the phone continued to ring. Marty took a quick step back, his face ashen. “This is not happening…”


    Ashen faced, he returned to his seat.


    “Marty?” Mike said. “What’s happening back there? Tell me, damn it!”


    Marty’s answer was a rapid shake of his head. His eyes were bugged out, and he looked like he was about to be sick. Mike sighed, placed his cell phone on the console, and climbed out of the pilot’s chair. He approached the peephole cautiously, keeping one eye on Marty.


    Mike’s brain refused to process the sight on the other side of the door. He froze, unable to comprehend the atrocity playing out feet from where he stood.


    A man was lying on the floor with Chad hunched over him ripping and tearing at the man’s throat like a starving lion on the Serengeti. Greasy bits of flesh and gristle dangled from Chad’s teeth. Splatters of blood coated the cabin, staining
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