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Chapter One

April 2003: 5 Clicks Southeast of Baghdad, Iraq

“What the fuck’s this road called again, Sarge?”

“You should know, Mendes, you’re the goddamn driver,” Sergeant Thomas Phoenix Hollinger cried over the roar of the Humvee’s engine.

“Are we lost, Sergeant?”

Hollinger turned to reply to the PFC who sat in the back next to the scouting party’s silent and brooding medic, Corporal Fugetti. “No. We fucking ain’t. Okay, Riley?”

Riley, who was so young that he looked like he had just started shaving, shrugged. “Just asking.”

“Let’s call the road Saddam Hussein Interstate One,” Hollinger said. He bent forward to lift off his combat helmet to let a river of sweat run onto the hot, sand-covered footwell. “So, now it has a name, we can’t be lost. Can we, Mendes?”

“If you say so, Sergeant.” The driver winked at his NCO and then returned his Ray-Ban-covered eyes to the road ahead. They both knew exactly where they were to the last five feet.

The sudden roar of jets overhead made everyone inside the Humvee duck involuntarily. Only a mile ahead, the road exploded with missile bursts that sent smoke and sand a hundred feet into the air.

“Those are our planes. What the hell they firing at?” Hollinger muttered before releasing the safety of his weapon.

“Enemy tanks or vehicles, I think, Sarge,” Mendes replied.

They were drawing closer, so Mendes slowed the Humvee down as Hollinger wrestled his binoculars from their position in his door and brought them up to his eyes.

It took a few seconds to focus on the ongoing attack ahead. There seemed to be four or five armoured vehicles, some burning, and one split in half. Then Hollinger noticed something that, even in the ninety-degree heat, made his blood chill.

Hollinger peeled his mike from its place on his uniform at the crook of his neck and shoulder and yelled, “This is Bloodhound Four to Mobile HQ. We have a blue-on-blue situation here. Call off all A10 aerial attacks on the main highway southeast of Baghdad. I repeat, we have a blue-on-blue situation here. Over.”

“Shit, they have the coalition V sign,” Mendes swore as they raced closer.

“Repeat location, Bloodhound Four,” a voice replied in Hollinger’s earpiece.

“Blue-on-blue. Our planes are attacking friendlies. Grid reference: Nine-Twelve-Delta. Friendly fire. Do you copy, Mobile HQ?”

“Understood, Bloodhound Four.”

The explosions stopped almost at once, and within a minute the Humvee slowed to a stop, thirty yards behind a burning British Warrior armoured vehicle.

“Grab your gear, Fugetti. I think you’ll be needed,” Hollinger said. He leapt out of the vehicle with his men following closely.

“How the fuck could this happen, Sarge?” Riley asked. He looked toward a dark ragdoll of a human shape lying in the centre of the road near a burning Warrior.

Hollinger ignored him and moved closer to the rear hatch of the nearest Warrior. It seemed less damaged than the other vehicles that he could see through the eye-watering, hot, black smoke.

Mendes moved forward past the left-hand side of the Warrior. Fugetti was two steps behind him, and they were soon lost from Hollinger’s view. Hollinger looked behind him to where Riley stood and gaped.

Hollinger was about to say something comforting and loud, likely with liberal use of the word fuck, when the Warrior’s rear hatch swung open. Hollinger turned back to the Warrior and raised his weapon on instinct, not knowing who or what may be exiting the burning British vehicle.

A man appeared at the hatch and fell out of the smoking confines, yet somehow managed to stay on his feet. His uniform identified him as a British corporal. He wore no helmet, and his head was lolling down as he staggered towards his American allies. Hollinger took a step closer, and the man raised his head, or what was left of it.

The corporal’s combat trousers were bloodied, in tatters, and his jacket was smoking in several places from the A10s’ aerial assault. But it wasn’t the raised, bloody right hand or the melted, elongated fingers of his left hand that made Hollinger flinch, it was the fact that half of the young soldier’s face was missing. He heard Riley retching behind him.

One bright, blue eye stared out, pleading Hollinger for help. There was no eyeball in the other eye socket, just a gory hole. On that side of his face, he had no skin, no ear and not much hair.

The wounded British soldier shuffled closer to Hollinger, who was rooted to the desert road. His emotions ran the gamut from revulsion, to fear, to shame, to anger, and to pity as he watched the scarecrow-stiff effort of the man.

The corporal opened his mouth to speak, but only smoke from his burnt lungs issued forth. Still, Hollinger could not make his feet move, whether to flee from the grotesque sight that confronted him, or to run to the mortally wounded man’s aid.

“Medic!” Riley cried between gut-pulling pukes on the desert road.

The injured man made it within two steps of the frozen Hollinger and, like a marathon runner reaching the end of a twenty-six-mile run, collapsed forward into the sergeant’s arms. Hollinger’s body automatically took over where his mind dithered as he caught and cradled the man to him. He knew, even before Fugetti reached the scene, that the soldier he held to his chest had expired.

One word issued from the bloodied corpse’s lips, even though Hollinger was sure that was impossible. It was so low that Hollinger doubted the others heard.

“Armageddon.”


Chapter Two

The sound of war woke the forty-year-old Tom Hollinger from his booze-aided slumber. His eyes flicked open; he was still combat-ready even five years after he had left the Army.

From the adjoining living room of his one-story house, which was in a good neighbourhood of Tucson, Arizona, a pained voice called, “Medic.”

He rubbed at his eyes and nose with his right hand. The distinctive smell of his fingers reminded him that he had not spent last night alone. The cream covers and sheets of his double bed twisted around his solid frame. Tom sat up, untangled himself and swung his naked legs out of bed. The pain in his cranium wasn’t too bad. He used the toes of his left foot to flick up last night’s pair of discarded boxer shorts from the carpet. They were slightly stained with a silver, snail-like trail, but he pulled them on anyway.

He lifted his six-foot-tall, well-built and still-trim frame from the bed. Then he padded across the carpet and through the bedroom door into the room beyond.

His Band of Brothers boxset was open in front of his DVD player, and a firefight was happening in a French town on the screen. A young brunette girl, dressed only in lilac panties, sat on his leather sofa with her legs drawn up under her, watching the miniseries.

“Casey,” he muttered. He remembered his young bed-sharing companion’s name right before he remembered the fact that she was only a month into his employ at the car rental franchise he ran.

She turned and smiled back at him with perfect teeth, her twenty-two-year-old body jiggling in all the right places. “Morning, Boss,” she said.

Tom felt old, stupid and like a shit for bedding his hot, young employee.

He waved his left hand toward the kitchen. “There’s juice in the fridge and cereal in the cupboard if you want it,” he said. “I’m gonna grab me a shower.”

Casey clicked off the DVD player, and the television defaulted back to CNN News. Tom heard the newsreader mention a block-wide and block-deep hole that had appeared last night in the centre of Munich, Germany before that was also clicked off. Casey tossed the two remote controls onto the sofa and looked at Tom. She bit her bottom lip seductively as she stood.

“Mind if I join you, Boss?”

In the end, Tom Hollinger did not mind at all.

Tom easily held Casey up against the tiled wall of his large walk-in shower. Her wet legs wrapped around his waist and one of his hands gripped her right buttock hard while he thrust into her. His other hand curled in her wet hair and their lips smashed together while their mouths leaked grunts and groans of rising passion.

The shower was lukewarm against Tom’s back, but he had little inclination to change the dial up a few red notches. It was hot as hell inside the shower already.

“Fuck me, Boss-man,” Casey snarled huskily.

“You can call me Tom outta work you know, Case,” he replied through gritted teeth. He wondered if the quivering feeling in his thigh muscles was normal.

“I know, but calling you boss sends me,” she replied. She grabbed his hand from her hair, took his thumb between her lips and sucked it for a few seconds. Then she pulled Tom’s large hand down to cover her neck and, while staring into his blue eyes, squeezed his fingers against her throat.

Tom had seen this in a few porn movies lately—he was a lonely divorcee and there had not been many Caseys queuing up to share his meals-for-one over the past few years—and it wasn’t his thing at all. Maybe he was too old and too normal. So not to offend or embarrass her, he quickened his thrusts and, after a minute, moved his hand down to squeeze the life out of her other buttock.

Tom’s noises were low and animal-like; Casey’s were bordering on the amateur porn-dramatic. She wailed like a coyote that had its tail shot off. He came with quick, heavy grunts, hoping that she was both on the pill and STD-free.

Later, they sat at the breakfast bar of his kitchen. Both of them grinned like loons while eating Cornflakes and sipping instant coffee. They had been out last night at the Pegasus Pub. It was an English pub run by a friend of Tom’s, an ex-pat Brit called Alan Hopkins.

Everyone from work was there to celebrate a big airport deal that Tom and his assistant manager, Eduardo Torres, finally closed. They had been working on it for months. Tom and Casey had been the only singletons, so they decided to share a cab back from the bar.

Tom recalled that drink, and not much in the way of flirting, had Casey crawling all over him on the cab ride home. They practically tore each other’s clothes off in Tom’s small hallway and that had been that.

“I’m free for the rest of today if you feel like doing something. Or we could stay in bed, Boss.” Casey winked and twirled the shiny, stainless steel spoon in her delicate hands.

“Shit, what’s the date?” Tom didn’t wait for an answer. He hopped off his breakfast stool and ran over to the corkboard next to his huge fridge. A calendar was pinned there and showed Miss Car Rental for September.

“What’s the matter, Tom?” she asked. It was the first time she had used his name.

“Fuck,” he swore while looking at the Sunday circled in red. That was today. “It’s my boy’s Little League baseball game today and I’m fucking late. Ellen’s going to fucking love this.”

Casey—in last night’s clothes—hopped off her stool as Tom grabbed his keys, his wallet and his cell phone from a glass bowl next to the juicer. “Where does he play?” she asked.

“Erm, Jesse Owens Park,” he replied. He was angry and flustered at the same time. “Look, I gotta split, Casey.”

“Hey, no problem. My ’rents house is only like one block away from there. I can walk home,” she said. Then she hurried into the living room to grab her purse and wrap from the sofa.

The news on the radio was blaring away about a small meteor shower that had hit Buenos Aires last night, but Tom ignored it to concentrate on not speeding.

“How old is your son?”

“My boy?” he asked. He turned to glance at her pretty, young face for reassurance that he had heard her question correctly.

Casey nodded back.

“Tommy Junior is eight, nine in November.”

“That’s a nice age.” Casey nodded again. She let her hand wave over the vents of the car’s air conditioner. “So, do you and the ex-wife get along?”

“As well as Israel and Palestine do.” He smiled back at her and wondered where these little, probing questions were going.

“That good, eh?” She smiled and, honest to God, Tom had never seen a prettier face in all his days.

“Yep,” he replied as they pulled into the park.

“So how late are you?”

“New toy and meal on me, late,” he replied and screeched into the nearest vacant slot, not far from where a guy was selling hotdogs and sodas from a stall. Tom hoped that his son and his ex-wife didn’t notice his late arrival.

“Well, I’ll see ya tomorrow, Boss. I know you gotta lickety-split,” Casey said. She unbuckled her seatbelt and leaned over to plant a lingering kiss on Tom’s lips, surprising him. “Anytime, night or day. Over your office desk if you like. I’m yours, okay?”

“Okay.” Tom swallowed and resisted the urge to wipe her saliva from his lips until she had exited his car.

Tom got out and absently watched her saunter off through the parked cars and soccer-mom minivans. Then, with a whistle of disbelief at the up-turn in his normally one-handed sex life, he headed for the stands.

It wasn’t until he got past the hotdog stand that he spotted Ellen, who was holding a hotdog in one hand and a Coke in the other. Her face was a picture not unlike the screamer painting by that one Dutch guy.

His mind was full of expletives as he pulled off his sunglasses, tucked them into the V of his polo shirt, and smiled warmly at his waiting ex-wife. He feared firefights in Iraq less than he feared facing her this morning.

“Morning, Ellen. How’s Tommy Junior?” he asked. He stopped three feet away, still in ear-bashing and tongue-lashing range, but probably safe from actual bodily harm.

“A little young and slutty for you, isn’t she?”

Ellen had obviously seen the kiss and Casey’s exit from his car. Her face was hard, yet underneath, the twitching muscles showed that she loved having the upper hand.

“What can I say? She digs guys with war wounds and experience.”

“A war-whore.” Ellen sneered at Tom. “You two should be a match made in Hades.”

“Where we were a match made in Heaven, Ellen?” he retorted. No way, after the sex of his life with a horny, young chick, was his ex going to rain on his parade.

“We were until you went off to fight in that war of yours.”

“My war? I’m sure Dubya had some input on it.”

“You were never the same man I married. That war screwed with your mind and ruined our marriage.” Ellen’s face softened a little and the pretty features of her face were once again present.

“And here it was me thinking that you and the Realtor that you screwed, and then divorced me for, had something to do with it.” Tom wasn’t in the mood to take the blame for the whole of creation’s woes, not before he’d had lunch, anyway.

“You really are a sorry-assed, sack-of-shit, mid-life crisis, ain’t you?” she spat back.

“Talking about sacks-of-shit, where is Derrick? At home wet-nursing the new baby?” Tom smiled back at her. He tilted his head to one side, waiting like a tennis pro for the next volleyed return back into his court.

“Fuck off,” she hissed. He hoped that the parents of the other Little Leaguers didn’t hear her profanity.

“I hope, for her sake, that she has your looks, Ellen,” he shot back, going in for the kill.

“Fuck you, Tom,” she said louder this time. She turned on her heel and then stomped back to her seat on the wooden bleachers.

“With pleasure,” he called after her. He turned to look for a seat as far away from her as possible and still get a good view of Tommy Junior’s game.

“Hey Tommy,” Tom called out to his son, who had weaved around two sets of parents to run into his kneeling father’s open arms. “Hell of a game, son.”

“I know. Did you see Dwain’s curveball, Dad? And that superfast, badass pitch he did? Dwain’s my new best bro. I’m going over to his house Friday night for a sleepover. His mom is gonna cook pizza from scratch. Did you see when Manny Washington fell on his ass? And you did see my catch in the deep that was badass, right, Dad? You saw all the game, didn’t you, Dad? Cos, I was badass!”

Tom held his son in his arms, letting the verbal assault wash over him. He enjoyed talking to his boy, even though it was hard to get a word in edgewise.

“Tommy, you were definitely and unequivocally badass today, son,” Tom finally managed to say as he ruffled his son’s brown mop of hair.

“You did see all the game, didn’t you, Dad? ’Cos Mom said you were late, cos you were out drinking and whoring last night. What does whoring mean, Dad?”

“It’s kinda badass. Better not mention it in front of Father Antonio or your friends’ parents, okay? And don’t believe everything your mother says about me, cos she’s a girl. Right?”

“Yeah. Girls are into pink and dolls and stuff, and they smell like lavender and soap and stuff.” Tommy Junior nodded while trying out his intellectual-debate face.

“Son, you’re not wrong.” Tom nodded and stood up. “You wanna go grab a bite to eat? We dudes have an afternoon all to ourselves.”

“Yeah!”

“So where you wanna go?” Tom took his son’s bag and hooked it over his left shoulder before taking Tommy’s hand in his right. “McDonald’s, KFC, pizza, or that ice cream place down at the mall?”

“I wanna go to Uncle Alan’s for lunch,” Tommy replied. He looked up at his dad with wide, pleading eyes as they walked to the car.

“You sure about that, sport? Your mom would have a fit if she gets wind of it.”

“I like Uncle Alan’s chips and fish and the funny rude words he says like toss—”

“Thomas David Hollinger, stop right there. I’ll take you, but you gotta not breathe a word of this to your mother. It’ll be our little secret, okay? If she asks, we went to McDonald’s and you had a Big Mac.”

“But I don’t like Big Macs. Can I say I had nuggets instead?”

“Son, it’s made up. You can have whatever you like.” Tom exhaled and shook his head.

“Okay! The Hollinger men are off to McDonald’s.” Tommy smiled up at his father and winked. He added in a whisper, “Not the Pegasus Pub.”

Tom winked back at his eight-year-old son and together they crossed the last few yards to his parked car.

The wind had picked up by the time Tom pulled his car into the back parking lot of the two-story, wide-fronted pub owned by his friend. The authentic English pub was situated right near Davis-Monthan Air Force Base, and it was a business hunch that had paid off handsomely for its owner. Things sometimes got a little heated and rough and glasses got broken, but Alan Hopkins was a hard-ass, six-foot-two ex-paratrooper who took no shit from anyone.

The pub was gloomy even on a sunny day like today and it smelled of old beer and sawdust. Alan put the sawdust down on the floor every weekend night to soak up the bloodstains from when the Air Force boys got a little frisky with their fists. The place was only populated with a few guys from the base and a few regulars that liked the strong, real ales that Alan supplied. Led Zeppelin was playing in the background and the sound of colliding snooker balls was coming from the saloon bar.

“If it isn’t Sergeant Hollinger, and his son and heir, come to visit me this fine Sunday lunchtime,” Alan called from behind the long mahogany bar.

“Hey, Al. I told you Mr Hollinger will do, or sir,” Tom said. He grinned as he helped his son onto a high bar stool.

“What can I get you gents today? The roast beef and Yorkshire pudding special is going fast.”

“I’ll have that,” Tommy said as he bounced up and down on his wooden stool like he was a bull rider in a rodeo.

Tom looked at Tommy and screwed up his face in disgust.

“I love it cos of the blood that oozes out.”

“One roast beef dinner, for our most discerning guest, coming up. And what about you, Mr Mobile Infantryman?”

Tom gave his standard reply. “Fried chicken, fries and a pint of Best Bitter, served cold.”

“Least you have taste in the drinking department,” Alan said. He took a pint glass from a shelf above the bar and started to pull Tom’s drink. “When’s your dad going to wake up and try something new, Tommy?”

Tommy shrugged and asked, “Can I have a beer?”

“Coke,” Alan and Tom replied in unison.

“Anyways, I try different stuff,” Tom said. He picked up some nuts from a little Union Flag-decorated bowl on the bar.

“What, like last night, eh, mate?” Alan asked.

Tom’s eyes darted from Alan to Tommy and back to the pub owner. “Yeah, that was different in a good way.”

“What was different? What did he try, Uncle Alan?”

“Tell you in ten years, Tommy.” Alan laughed and put the perfectly pulled pint on the drip tray in front of Tom. He picked up a thinner glass to squirt foaming Coke into and placed Tommy’s drink on the drip tray next to the pint glass. “I’ll pop in back and tell Rocky about your food order. Usual table, is it?”

“Yep,” Tommy replied. He hopped off his stool to run around to the smallest family area that a bar, pub or restaurant ever possessed: one booth at the back near the fire exit, which was permanently reserved for the Hollinger boys.

“Pay now or later?”

“Later will do, Tom. How was the game today? Weather okay?”

“Yeah, but the wind’s picked up a bit now, blowing sand about the place. Eduardo’s gonna shit a brick, I reckon, trying to keep our cars clean.”

“That guy worries too much. I’ll come over and chat with you in a bit, okay, mate?” Alan said before he headed for the open door behind the bar.

“Sure thing, Al.” Tom picked up the glasses, carrying one in each hand, and headed back to the booth where his son was already sitting.

Tom reluctantly dropped Tommy back at his mom’s at seven. They were an hour late, but he didn’t care. After an icy exchange on his ex-wife’s front lawn, he headed back home. He was listening to oldies on Cool 1450 AM when the news came on and warned of possible tornados that could hit tonight. It didn’t surprise him; the winds were even gustier than earlier.

He parked the car in the garage and made sure anything loose in the backyard was stowed away in his shed. Then he called Eduardo to see how the day had gone. Eduardo bitched and moaned about the sandstorms. The tirade was mostly in Spanish and Tom was sure that Eduardo was swearing his cojones off. Tom told him to take Tuesday off and relax for a while.

After finally calming Eduardo down, Tom kicked off his dusty boots and headed to the kitchen to make a sandwich. He grabbed a Bud from the inside of the refrigerator door and headed back to the living room to watch some TV and veg out.

Tom fell asleep on the couch with a quarter of his beer left un-drunk and one-half of his sandwich left untouched.

While he slept, the TV showed news reports of bloody riots in the misty suburbs of Paris. Scenes flashing on the screen were filled with rabid-looking people chasing after civilians, and the French Gendarme firing rubber bullets and tear gas at them with little effect.

Tom woke at a quarter-to-three with some large corporate car rental ad blaring on his TV. He snarled, clicked off the television and left his unfinished dinner to pad off to his bedroom. The sheets were still in a mess from his tangles with Casey the night before. Outside, the wind was howling like a loon.

He tugged off his pants and shirt, kicked the bedroom door shut and fell into bed. He pulled the covers over himself as best he could and, with a dust storm raging outside, fell into a heavy sleep. He dreamed of the British soldier from years ago, and of Armageddon.


Chapter Three

Tom’s alarm clock woke him at seven. He swore at it, turned it off and drifted back to sleep. He woke again at quarter-past-eight and heard a distant, thunder-like rumble outside. Tom blinked some of the blurriness out of his eyes and then noticed the light above his bed was swinging slightly to and fro. He exhaled sleepily and rolled over to grab his cell phone from the nightstand. He called Eduardo, left a message on his voicemail that he was taking the day off, and went back to sleep.

A sound from outside woke Tom at half-past-ten. He sat up and picked at his sawdust-encrusted eyes with his last long fingernail. He rubbed his face hard and went to the bathroom to relieve himself. When he finished, he headed for the kitchen. His throat was dry and he needed some water or juice urgently.

Outside, the world was silent. The sandstorms of the night before had obviously blown themselves out. He was drinking some apple juice out of the carton when a loud crash came from his backyard. After dribbling juice down his stubble-covered chin, he cursed and slammed the carton down on the kitchen counter. He wiped his chin with his forearm as he walked over to the kitchen window.

He thought it might be the Jacobson’s dog, but, to his surprise, it was a large, dark-skinned guy in coveralls. The guy had his back to Tom and was rooting through the garbage bins.

“What the fuck?”

Tom jogged back to his bedroom. He pulled on his pants and T-shirt from the previous day before kicking on some shoes and making for the connecting door that led into his garage. He picked up an old baseball bat that he and Tommy sometimes used on visits to the park, then he opened the back door of his garage and raised the bat up.

“Hey, what the fuck you doing, man?” he called to the thick-set man. The stranger was rooting through his garbage like a hobo who had just come off of a hunger strike. The unkempt man seemed not to hear Tom and continued to root deeper down in the trash. Behind the intruder, there was an orange-brown mist covering the rear of his yard. It was probably a remnant of the slept-through dust storm.

The smell of the guy wafted over and invaded Tom’s nostrils, which flared in disgust. The trashcan hobo stank like he had shit his coveralls and then had cleaned himself with six-week-old rotted meat and vegetables.

“Hey, numbnuts, I’m talking to you!” Tom shouted. He prodded the bat into the back of the hulk of a man.

The guy jerked upward like the bat was a nine-thousand-volt cattle prod. With spasmodic twitches of his elbows and broad shoulders, he turned to face Tom. Or he would have faced Tom if the guy had a face to show. His left cheek was dark brown with a touch of grey to it, but the other half was gone; only cheekbones, jaw and skull showed. On the same side, his loose scalp flapped as he jerked and twitched and shuffled his large, booted feet toward the ex-soldier.

“Jesus, you been in an accident or something?” Tom asked as he stepped back. The man raised his grubby hands and aimed them at Tom’s throat as he lumbered closer. Revulsion—and years of Army training—took over; the former sergeant swung and hit the guy on the exposed bone before he realized he was doing it. The guy’s lower jaw cracked, hung for a second, and then fell to the dirt in two pieces. Something like brown snot shot out of the guy’s remaining nostril and down his chest. The trashcan man staggered for a second and then fixed his milky brown eye on Tom as he raised his hands once more.

Tom took another step back, planted his feet and swung like he was hitting a home run out of the park. This time, the force at which it impacted on the guy’s head caused the bat to splinter and break in the middle, but not before knocking the guy’s exposed skull onto his right shoulder with a sickening crack. Tom, his hands numb with shock, let the bat fall as the garbage man tottered two steps left. The side of his face was an oozing mess of broken bone and the left eye socket was shattered, exposing the grey whorls of his brain.

To Tom’s astonishment, the guy—with his head now resting on his right shoulder for support—steadied himself and advanced toward Tom again with silent menace. The guy’s scalp was flapping up and down with every jerky movement, bobbing like he was wearing a badly fitted toupee. The man had not spoken once, nor had he cried out in pain, or even grunted.

Weaponless, Tom retreated into his garage and shut, locked and dead-bolted the door.

Tom was thinking on what to do next when a set of hands came punching through window panes in the door. The glass gouged deep cuts into the grey fingers of the backyard attacker, and the hands flailed after Tom. He ducked out of reach, so the arms bent down as if the guy was trying to find the lock. Tom’s attacker seemed unimpeded by the injuries his arms were taking.

Army training kicked in again. Tom ran over to his cluttered workbench and ran his eyes over every tool there.

Tom gulped down some rising, acidic bile that stabbed his throat as it went back down. He finally grabbed a power tool from a cobweb-covered shelf. He raced back to the door just as his attacker got purchase on the door’s lock.

He had to avoid the man’s grey and lacerated hand as he plugged in the long-unused jigsaw. Tom noticed that the guy’s coveralls had been forced back up his forearm to reveal a deep, wide rent. Tom could see the white bones moving inside. He switched on his jigsaw and applied it to the man’s right wrist. The whizzing blade cut through the putrid grey flesh with ease, only whining when it hit bone. The attacker tried to wrench his arm back, but the exposed bones and flesh got caught on the broken glass spikes in the frame. Tom felt the sweat dripping down his back as, at last, the bones were cut through and an unpleasant burning smell wafted up from the jigsaw’s blade.

The attacker yanked his arm back in a desperate attempt at salvaging his hand, but all it did was separate it from the wrist as he tugged it back. Without a single drop of blood spilled, the hand fell to the dusty garage floor. Tom eyed the severed hand suspiciously. He half expected it to jump to life like something from an old Christopher Lee film.

Still, no cries of agony passed over the wet, oozing lips of the blue coveralls man, even while he head-butted his mangled and lolling head through the remnants of the windowpane.

Coveralls Man shot his remaining hand forward. He grabbed Tom’s shirt and even a few of the underlying chest hairs. With the relentless mess of a man gripping his old top, Tom depressed the button to get the jigsaw blade whirring again. He used it to punch into the jagged hole that was the man’s empty left eye socket and cracked temple. The jigsaw broke through it like his spoon had broken through the burnt top of a crème brûlée he had once tried in Germany.

Tom’s roar of anger burst past his teeth, and he clamped them down in grim concentration. The whirring blade sliced through the spongy grey matter inside his attacker’s skull. At last, it had the desired effect. All fight seemed to leave the attacker’s body as the man’s remaining eye rolled up into its socket and the cadaver sank backwards from the garage door window. He expired in an awkward heap outside the garage door.

Tom let the gore-covered jigsaw drop. The movement caused the plug to wrench out of the wall socket and the jigsaw hit the hard concrete floor, breaking the hot blade in half. As he staggered back from the half-broken door, Tom absently rubbed at his chest where the blue coveralls guy had grabbed him.

He looked left and right and tried to fathom some explanation to what had happened. He spotted the grey, lifeless hand on the floor by the door. The smell of burnt bones and the stench of his attacker made him put his hand up to his mouth to mask the funk. He breathed shallowly to keep last night’s sandwich down and fled the garage, heading back into the house to call the cops.

Tom closed and locked the door that connected the kitchen and the garage. He ran over to the sink and drank gulps of cold water straight from the long faucet. He rubbed the excess water from his chin and brushed his hand through his hair as he looked around the kitchen, wondering what to do next.

Spotting the phone on the wall, he hurried over to pick up the receiver and dial the police, but the phone was stone-cold dead. He replaced the receiver and paced from the kitchen, through his living room and into his bedroom to grab his cell phone.

This, at least, was working, but a robotic female voice politely told him that the Tucson Police Department was engaged and to try again later. He went back to the living room, slumped down onto his sofa and clicked on his TV. Then he speed-dialled Eduardo at the car rental office.

The number rang and rang. Something was damn wrong, because his assistant manager always picked up the phone on the third ring. While waiting, Tom realized that CNN wasn’t blaring out at him yet. He looked up from his cell to see a stationary and graphic-less message that read CNN is temporarily off the air.

“What the fuck? How can CNN be off the goddamn air?” Tom cursed. The sound of his own voice in the silent house made him jump. He clicked through endless static and messages telling him channels would be back on the air soon. On one channel, Tom caught a Mexican broadcast. The signal was a hissing snowstorm, and through it he saw a fog-shrouded street and people running past the camera. Then, a shadow covered the lens and the camera dropped to the pavement before the entire channel went dark.

Tom clicked through more channels and got more nervous. If television is off the air, then something seriously wrong is going on in the world.

Suddenly, the sound and colours jumped to life on the screen as a kids’ TV show appeared. The channel after that was dead. He moved on to the foreign news channels that he rarely looked at. Only one was broadcasting.

On the screen, a worried-looking woman stood on a grassy hill that overlooked a crater. Smoke billowed out of it like a dense, grey shroud.

The British-accented voice of an unseen person, presumably from the newsroom, asked, “What’s happening, Helen?”

“I’m getting confused reports, Shaun,” the young reporter said in a troubled voice. She pushed her windswept hair out of her face, but she wasn’t looking at the camera.

“Speak to us,” Shaun pleaded.

“Okay. This is Helen Roberts, reporting for BBC News 24, from a hillside above what used to be Nottingham. This morning at five-fifty-four local time, the city disappeared into this vast crater of unknown depth. Casualties are incalculable.

“Similar craters have destroyed Vatican City, most of Capitol Hill in Washington, York Minster here in England, the Taj Mahal and countless other places around the globe. We are not sure if this is linked to the worldwide meteor storms that we have received reports of. We have had no contact from London in hours.”

“What about the reports of survivors climbing out to attack their helpers?”

“I’m not sure, Shaun. Everything is pandemonium at present. Are we under attack? Is this a natural disaster? We cannot tell at the moment. All that we know is that millions have died in Nottingham this morning. What we don’t know at this time is if there are any survivors.”

An off-camera voice, possibly the cameraman, interrupted her. “Who’s that?”

The camera followed her as she turned. It zoomed in on a lone figure staggering up the misty hill toward them. He was covered in soot with burns to his face and he was wearing British Army fatigues. The reporter rushed forward to meet the soldier.

“Hey, hold on a moment, Hels,” the cameraman called. Tom watched the camera jog up and down as the unseen cameraman ran toward the reporter.

“He’s injured. We have to help him.” She turned to face the camera. “And maybe he knows what went on down there.”

She turned to help the soldier just as he reached her. With hands burnt so badly that they looked like barbequed sausages, he grabbed her microphone-free arm and bit down deep into the flesh of her uncovered wrist.

“Martin, help!” she cried. Shock and agony twisted her features as the burnt-faced soldier gnawed on her.

“Helen!” Martin cried from behind the camera.

The picture on Tom’s screen turned to a whizzing blur as the movement of the camera and the sounds from the mike suggested that the cameraman was using the camera as a makeshift club. Red liquid flew past the lens and there was a flash of the reporter’s face. It was contorted in pain. Then in Tucson, like in Nottingham, the world went to shit.

A supersonic burst came from outside and overhead and everywhere. Tom clapped his hands over his ears and rolled under the coffee table. A concussion shook the house and the windows exploded inward. His worldly goods fell from shelves and tables, and he saw the television tip forward off its stand to shatter as it hit the floor. A wall of dust followed the concussion and buffeted the house as it snuck in to coat everything.

The noise subsided and Tom spat crap from his mouth. He coughed and spluttered as he opened his eyes into slits and craned his neck to look at the mess of his home. It was covered in a layer of dust and littered with broken pieces of his life. The heavy curtains were shredded, but they had stopped most of the glass and debris from reaching the centre of the room.

He stayed where he was for another two minutes, resisting the urge to get up in case another shockwave hit. No second shockwave arrived, but what did come back was
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