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Little Miss Yoga Pants was annoying the shit out of me. It was just before 7:00 AM on Tuesday December 23rd. I hadn’t slept the night before. Hadn’t showered. Hadn’t shaved. My stomach had that hollow sort of empty feeling that comes with ignoring hunger pangs too long. To put it bluntly, I was a nervous wreck.

Dylan kept failing at trying to reassure me. He didn’t know my family like I did. Or at least, like I had before they disowned me years ago. What would they think? What would they say? Would they make a scene, kick us out right on the spot? Disown me again? I wasn’t sure. But none of it was going to stop me. Not the fear, not the doubt, not the idea of facing those people again, nothing. Dylan wanted this. It was important to him, and he was important to me. He was the only thing I can ever say made me feel whole, human, the way I always thought I was supposed to feel but somehow never did. I was addicted to that feeling. Healthy or not, that’s how it was. Looking at Dylan made me feel like I was the person I had always aspired to be. Like maybe I’d really reached my full potential. If someone like him could love me, maybe my family had been wrong after all. Maybe... 

Maybe I was going to strangle that skinny little knock-kneed bitch with her own yoga pants. God, she needed to shut the fuck up. It was way too early in the morning for her incessant chattering. And who the hell was she talking to, anyway? It wasn’t even seven o’clock! Sane people were still be in bed, maybe having breakfast or a shower, maybe grabbing a quickie before heading to the office. Or maybe standing in line at the gate at O’Hare before heading home to introduce their boyfriend to the family they hadn’t spoken to in close to ten years, the family that didn’t even know they were gay.

I was doing my best to tune out the inane chattering, but unfortunately the only other thing there was to focus on at this time of year was Christmas music. A jazzy, saxophone rich rendition of ‘Oh, Christmas Tree’ drifted from unseen speakers. Would my parents have a Christmas tree this year? Would they ask us to stay? Or would they see my face and throw home the deadbolt without even opening the door?

“Tammy?” Yoga Pants squawked. “Tammy are you there? Tammy! Can you hear me? TAMMY!” I didn’t know who Tammy was, but I pitied her. Unless she was just like Yoga Pants, then I supposed she got what she deserved.

Ms. Pants let out an exasperated sigh and glared at her neon pink iPhone. “What the fuck? How can I have no bars? Ugh!” She turned it off and stuck it into a transparent plastic purse. I could see everything inside pretty clearly, which I thought was incredibly stupid. What if, for some inexplicable reason, I desired a nauseatingly pink iPhone? I’d know right where to find one. And it wouldn’t take much to overpower her, either. I could just reach out and...

She stood in front of me at Gate D 23, waiting to board the plane while absently fiddling with one of the many bits of metal in her ear. She wore, of course, a branded velour jacket that matched the afore mentioned yoga pants with the word PINK emblazoned over both her ass and her shoulder blades in six inch high letters. What kind of fashion statement was that? Yes, I could see that her clothes were pink. I had eyeballs that functioned. Maybe it was intended for the colorblind?

She was twisting from side to side, shuffling in her pink flip flops and tossing her bleach blonde over processed pony tail as she moved. A vision flashed into my head—me, grabbing the ugly little top knot, yanking her off her feet, throwing her to the floor, and stomping on her until all that cheery bright pink turned blood red. In my vision, everyone around us panicked and cleared out, screaming like the crowds always do when there’s a gunshot fired in some action movie. I smiled. 

“What’s so funny?” Dylan asked at my elbow, having returned from the overpriced little convenience store at gate B16. He handed me a bottle of water and a bag of neon gummy worms—my favorite. “Nothing.” I said, shaking my head to clear the gruesome little vision, “Just day dreaming.” Dylan smiled that quirky little smile of his, the one that’s just a little lopsided in the most endearing way. I fell in love with him all over again right then and there. I felt better now that he was beside me. Even Little Miss Yoga Pants couldn’t sour my mood. Much.

I picked up my bag as the line began to move. Dylan still wore his blue backpack slung over one shoulder. His wavy, carefully tousled sandy brown hair grazed the collar of his pale green polo, the neck open to showcase his leather cord and puka shell necklace, a souvenir from our trip to Hawaii the previous year. He was about a head shorter than my 5’10”, with warm chocolate colored eyes and a complexion that never seemed far from sun kissed bronze, even in the dead of winter in Chicago, despite the fact that he never went tanning. Part of me hated him for that, just a little bit. I think maybe that’s the real secret to a great and lasting love—a tiny bit of jealousy or hatred, just to keep things interesting. 

He grinned at me. “So, what do you think they’re gonna say when we ring the doorbell on Christmas Eve?” he asked. I shook my head. “I shudder to think.” I said, barely covering the nerves belying my joking tone. “Aw, come on.” Dylan soothed, rubbing my bicep, “I’m sure it won’t be that bad. I mean, what’s the worst they can do? Kick you out? They already did that. The way I see it, they can’t exactly hate you more, can they?” I had to admit there was a certain logic to it. “No, I guess they couldn’t.” Dylan’s signature smile quirked up at me once more. “See?” he asked, “What have you got to lose?”

Ahead of us, Yoga Pants flipped her pony tail aggressively as she turned towards the window, nearly brushing the straw-like clump of beauty products against my face. I was about to open my mouth and tell her where she could stick her pretty pink iPhone when I felt Dylan’s hand on my arm. Yoga Pants had gasped during the hair flip, but I didn’t think much of it after a nanosecond’s worth of annoyance. Only now did I notice that a collective silence had fallen over the airport, a busy space that had been bustling and noisy only moments before. I directed my gaze towards the huge windows designed to let passengers watch airplanes arrive and depart. What I saw took my breath away. 

There was an airplane headed for the tarmac at an off angle, its nose too far down for it to have any hope of recovering before it collided with the runway, which it was approaching much too quickly for it to have been intentional. Ignoring all of that, the plane was corkscrewing in a downward spiral its captain couldn’t possibly bring it out of in time for any kind of survivable landing. As I stood, slack jawed and staring, my eyes roved over the rapidly descending aircraft as if I were subconsciously trying to memorize every detail. Maybe so I’d have something to tell the pretty reporter woman who was sure to want to interview me as an eyewitness at some point. As the plane spiraled, the side that had been facing away from me came into view. It was missing its wing, gone as if it had been snapped off by some monstrously-sized child playing Godzilla. Where the wing should have been was a smoldering car-sized hole, spewing a plume of fire capped in a long ribbon of greasy black smoke that trailed into the sky.

The crowd seemed transfixed, hypnotized almost, staring at the impending doom of whoever was on board. We all seemed to be holding our collective breath as if some kind of magical thinking might help to avert the catastrophe we were sure to bear witness to, like a sports fan wearing his favorite unwashed shirt to every home game. Then Yoga Pants screeched, breaking the spell and sending everything into chaos. Goddamn, she was annoying even in a crisis situation. Her piercing shriek was like some kind of signal to everyone else. People screamed, cried, and ran for cover seconds before the plane hit the ground, exploding in a ball of gas and fire, sending the glass in those gigantic windows towards us like pretty little gems of shrapnel. 

Dylan took my hand, his fingers squeezing mine, vice-like, as the shards rained down around us and people went into hysterics. I think we might have been the only two who saw them. 

Everyone else was so preoccupied with the plane crash or with their families; we seemed to be the only ones looking up at the sky, seeking the source of whatever had happened to that plane. In the seconds I had to observe it, I noted that the sides of the hole bore inward—if there had been some sort of explosion on board, the hole would have been blown out. Something had hit them. Something big and moving very, very fast. At first I thought it might have been some kind of missile. A terrorist attack, maybe. But now things began to make sense.

Meteors? Is that what they were? I squinted at the dark shapes coming towards us, growing steadily larger in my vision as they approached. “What the fuck?” I thought. Meteor showers of this magnitude don’t just happen, not without days’ worth of warning at least. We had all kinds of technology in place for just this reason, so we flat footed, weak little humans wouldn’t be caught unaware whenever bits of space rock or rogue Russian satellites rained from the sky. So what the hell was this? How had several dozen meteors the size of goddamned minivans just gotten through all that satellite-NATO-spy shit without anyone noticing?

There was a noise like my soul being ripped in half and Dylan and I, along with everyone else in the terminal, toppled to the ground, blown off our feet by some kind of shock wave. My ears rang. I choked, trying to catch the wind that had been knocked out of me, staring wide eyed at the smoking ruin that had been gates D1 through D3 mere seconds earlier. I saw the sky through the hole the meteor had made and it held me transfixed as the world swam out of focus.

Then Dylan’s face was in mine. I couldn’t make out what he was saying, but I got the intent. He lifted me up by the front of my shirt and screamed at me in wide eyed horror, spittle flying from his lips. I noticed the bits of glass still in his hair, the way the flames in the distance reflected in them like tiny flickering diamonds. I loved Dylan.

“... HAVE TO GET OUT OF HERE!” he screamed, red faced from the strain. I nodded, my wits coming back to me as I got to my feet, Dylan pulling me back the way we had come, towards the illusion of safety the TSA guards represented. I hoped one of them had radioed for back up, or whatever it is they do to communicate. Even if that weren’t the case, surely at least some of them had guns. Maybe they could save us from panicky crowds of gibbering idiots trampling us to death. Then I recalled a news story I saw somewhere about a girl who had survived a plane crash, only to be killed when a fire truck carrying her would-be rescuers ran her over. Maybe we should just try to get somewhere safe and relatively out of the way. Captain’s club? Pete’s Portuguese Pavilion? A payphone? Did those even exist anymore?

Dylan was still dragging me behind him, his strength seemingly enhanced by adrenaline. I struggled to keep up, not sure where he was heading, but not sure I really cared. As the saying goes, “Anywhere would be better than here.”

We scrambled around a bank of iPads with a big sign that read Traveler Information over them. Behind the iPads was a juice bar. One of the big tanks of liquid refreshment had broken, spilling sticky red punch everywhere and making the place smell like a mai tai. Behind the counter, the cashier crouched, holding a rosary and whispering frantic prayers, God help her. God help us all.

I glanced back over my shoulder as Dylan yanked me through throngs of frightened people. The agitator in the drink machine was still spinning in its corkscrew cycle, pushing more of the red gunk onto the counter, where it spilled down onto the floor in puddles that looked like cartoon blood. I could barely contain a chuckle as I thought “Somebody’s going to slip and break their neck.” As if that was the worst thing that could happen to them, or even a major concern at this point.

People were screaming and running around like chickens with their heads cut off. Most of them didn’t seem to have any sort of evacuation plan or destination in mind; they were just consumed with panic and not dealing well with the rush of adrenaline that had flooded their systems. Fight or flight or freak the fuck out, I thought. It was like being stranded in a sea of cattle who have gained just enough sentience to figure out what the man with the nail gun intends to do to them. Clueless, aimless, afraid. No real sense of direction, no idea what they were doing, just the panic-driven need to do it now.

One guy appeared to know exactly what he was doing, however. He smashed in a glass display of electronics inside a Brookstone with a fist wrapped in a fleece blanket and began grabbing things and stuffing them in his coat as we passed by. He made eye contact with me for a fleeting moment and goddamn if the bastard didn’t fucking grin. What a psycho.

We made our way out of Terminal D amid the cacophony of screams and hysterical sobbing. Every few seconds there came a sound like a bomb going off as meteors crashed through the airport and into the ground beneath it, jostling everything like miniature earthquakes. There was no glass left intact in any of the storefronts or exterior windows. The floor was littered with sparkling shards of it and here and there I saw dabs and smears of blood—an obstacle course of baggage; duffel bags, purses, laptop totes and several of those rolling suitcases everyone seems to have these days, all left abandoned by their owners, leaving us to dodge or jump over them as we made our way out of the terminal.

That god awful noise came again and once more Dylan and I were flung to the ground like rag dolls. The impact was much closer to us this time. Coughing, I got to my hands and knees, blinking my eyes and trying to focus. The ringing didn’t seem as loud. Was that a good thing or a bad thing? I wasn’t sure. I began looking for Dylan, but even before I saw him I knew something was wrong. More wrong, I mean, than the chaos all around us.

I have never believed in any of that ESP/psychic phenomenon mumbo-jumbo. All that horseshit about twins being emotionally bonded, mothers and children being psychically linked, or lovers having some sort of sense that the other had died or was in grave danger, that was just romanticized movie bullshit, I thought, just more Hollywood hoopla designed to sell tickets. I didn’t think any of it contained a grain of truth until I felt the floor of my stomach drop away and my heart plunge through the hole it left in its wake. I didn’t need to look over to know that he was dead. I probably didn’t want to, anyway. But I couldn’t stop myself. Could you? He was the man I loved. He had part of my soul inside him for Christ’s sake; of course I could feel it the moment he died.

Dylan, my beloved Dylan, was flung over a bank of those horrible stuck-together airport chairs. His back was bowed, his ribcage pushing out the front of his polo like the way kids sometimes shove basketballs down their shirts to pretend to be pregnant. His eyes were open, those warm brown eyes I had first stared into over the cash register at Starbucks, where he was working when I first moved to Chicago. Now the light inside them had gone out. Why did I have to love him only to lose him?

I went to him, hoping I was wrong, that he wasn’t dead, that we could somehow make it out of this halfway OK, maybe even still make my parents’ house for Christmas. But the second I touched him, I knew I wasn’t wrong. Those silly little hopes shattered when I felt his skin. It wasn’t cool yet, it was much too soon for that, but it felt hollow somehow, like touching a doll. I knew I had lost him forever. His inherent Dylan-ness, everything that made him what he was and made me love him with every part of my being, had left his body the moment those fucking chairs had broken his back and taken him forever from me. 

Blood leaked from the corners of his mouth, coloring his teeth red like that time at the fair we’d gotten snow cones before riding the Ferris wheel. But there would be no more snow cones for my Dylan. No more Ferris wheels. No more making fun of bad movies and sleeping in on Sundays. No more late night Netflix sessions spent snuggling on the couch with pizza and beer. No more hope. There was no more Dylan. What would be left of me without him?

I let out a strangled sob, looking down at his body as a young mother yanked her two small kids past us, tears staining all three of their faces. I wondered what they had lost in this nightmare.

Dylan. My Dylan. Why had he made us buy those tickets in the first place? I tried to close his eyes the way they do in movies but they wouldn’t stay closed. More Hollywood hoopla—a romanticized view of death. They never talked about bowels or bladder letting go either, but there it was. I trailed my finger down his cheek before ripping the puka shell necklace from his throat. A reminder. Something to keep with me, should I make it out of this nightmare. I knew I’d never forget my Dylan. Hell, I had a whole apartment full of reminders waiting for me in Berwyn to make sure of that. The necklace was different, though. Something I could hold with me right now, when I just might need it most. I took a moment to carefully wrap the leather cord around itself, curling it into a tight little coil as a tear slid down my cheek. I tucked it into my pocket before turning my back on the body of the man I loved forever.

I looked over at the hole in the floor where the last meteor had crashed. The meteor that had taken Dylan from me. What had felt like the longest year of my life had really only amounted to a matter of seconds. Funny how time works like that. My ears were still ringing. People were still crying and screaming, smoke and dust still clouded the air. My world had been fundamentally changed in the blink of an eye.

There were a few people in front of me, gathered at the edge of the smoking crater. The floor sloped dangerously downwards into what I was sure was an abyss of ruin and debris. I noticed with not a hint of disgust that Yoga Pants was among them. God, really? Again, after all this? What were the fucking chances? I wasted another moment on envisioning her death. This time her yoga panted legs were sticking out from beneath one of the meteors. A small fire smoldered on the K in “Pink” written across her ass. It provided a tiny measure of comfort, if not quite distraction.

I staggered towards the rubberneckers, eager for my own eyeful of carnage. Before I could take more than a single step, there came a different noise, something like rock being broken, then a howl of rage and fury. It sounded something like the scream of a big cat on the hunt mixed with a train whistle and a tornado thrown in for good measure. I had just enough time to think “What the fuck else?” before the first creature appeared from the hole.

He was big, at least seven and a half feet tall, maybe more, with the kind of bulging muscles that would’ve given Hercules-era Schwarzenegger a hard on. His skin was so pale he might have been an albino. He wore some kind of shiny, flexible armor over his chest and shoulders and what looked like a fringed loincloth, but he was otherwise bare. His nails, both toe and finger, were deep black and elongated and curved into claws. His pale hair was worn long, pulled back from his monstrous face in a ponytail and decorated with some sort of ornaments that looked like small black bones. His nose was large, almost as wide as his gaping maw, and flat, pressed against his face like someone had pounded it with a mallet. His teeth were either broken or extremely irregular in shape and his gums and the interior of his mouth, in contrast to the rest of his coloring, was a greasy black. But two things about him really got my attention: first, the great big sword he carried in his right hand. Second were his eyes. They glowed red like hot coals beneath his sloping Neanderthal brow. 

It had taken the thing seconds to make its way out of the yawning crater and up onto the uneven floor. Some of the crowd parted, giving the creature room. Others just stared, slack jawed, as more of the things came into view. First hands and arms, then muscular shoulders, torsos, and legs. The first one that had appeared was the largest, though they all looked formidable. There were five of them and they all appeared to be male. They shared a number of characteristics in common; tall, overly muscled, and angry looking. They wore similar outfits, though not exactly what I’d call uniforms. They carried a variety of weapons—another sword, a pair of axes, some sort of staff, and an enormous club. 

The crowd seemed frozen, staring in awe at the abominations. The largest one took a slow, measured look around, as if calculating the odds against them, then he let out another of those vicious roars and took Yoga Pants’ head off with one swipe of that enormous blade. Her ponytailed crown somersaulted back towards me, mouth and eyes frozen in shock and terror as blood fountained from her neck. Her body collapsed, twitching, a moment later. “Oh thank god.” I muttered as yet more of the beings arrived, similar in appearance but with slight variations in clothing and weapons. They all roared together. That battle cry awoke something primal in me, the oldest kind of instinct. Nothing else that day had managed to evoke my survival response. My care and concern for Dylan, sure, but not my own desire to remain living. I had long wondered if I might be borderline psychotic or somehow otherwise immune to normal human emotion. Perhaps this was confirmation. Perhaps not.

As the pack of creatures began to cut down the mob of gibbering, panicked people. I alone seemed to have decided not to fall like a lamb before the slaughter. Casting one quick glance at the body of my beloved Dylan, I turned and began forcing my way against the tide of people surging all around me. At first it was slow going, but thankfully there was enough rabble to keep those things busy behind me before they had a chance to catch up. I pushed past the social niceties that had been ingrained in me from a young age and forcefully shoved people out of my way, lashing out with foot and fist until at last I was able to duck into a hallway that wasn’t completely packed with swarming bodies.

I put my back against the wall for a moment’s respite as I tried to think. There had to be a way out of this. Probability dictated that there were always survivors in any kind of catastrophe. I could be one of them! I just had to stay rational and figure out a way to survive until help arrived. Those things out there might be badass as fuck, but they didn’t seem to have any sort of advanced weaponry. They wouldn’t stand a chance against a SWAT team armed with assault rifles.

But what if no one had notified the authorities yet? In situations like this, everyone assumes someone has already called 911. What if no one else had? I whipped out my cell phone and sighed. There was no signal. “Useless!” I threw my phone against the wall, regretting it a second later, as I realized it contained the last photographs there would ever be of Dylan and I together.

Another of those predatory roars forced me out of my self-pitying bubble. I looked around the hallway, hoping to be struck by inspiration, but I found none. Instead, I found a little charging station on one wall, flanked by displays of brochures for local attractions and doors leading to the men’s and women’s restrooms on the other. On the far side of the women’s door, a little evacuation map outlining paths of escape in the event of an emergency was tacked onto the wall. I yanked it out from behind the protective plastic sheet covering it and stuffed it in the inner pocket of my jacket. 

I crept back down the unfortunately dead end hallway. I decided nothing else there would do me any good. I peered around the corner just in time to catch sight of another mob of those things ripping through the crowd, mowing people down like weeds. I ducked back into the hallway as another of those roars went up from the opposite direction. How many of those barbaric caveman wannabes were there? Had all of those meteors been some kind of transportation for them? Was this some sort of invasion force?

The packs of hunters were getting closer. I knew that I’d be easy to spot in the empty hallway, quite probably too tempting a target to ignore. The phrase “like shooting fish in a barrel” sprang to mind, making me uncomfortable with the vivid truth of the situation. I had to get out of sight, and I didn’t have a ton of options staring me in the face. I made what I hoped was a good call and ducked into the men’s room.

It was your standard issue airport bathroom—six banks of florescent lights overhead, four sinks with touchless sensors, two hand dryers, a big trash can, five urinals across from four stalls, and two floor to ceiling mirrors. In one corner, a janitor’s mop and bucket stood abandoned, whether as a result of the nightmare going on outside or not wasn’t immediately apparent. There was a can of spray air freshener, a rag, and a spray bottle of cleaner stuck in a little compartment on the side of the bucket of dirty water. I debated grabbing the air freshener to use as flower scented mace, but thought better of it. Who knew how those things would feel about the scent of freesia? Maybe it was an aphrodisiac to them or something. I most definitely did not need that kind of action.

Ok, so I’d made it this far. Hiding out in an airport bathroom during some kind of Armageddon. Mom would be so proud. Now what? All things considered, the bathroom wasn’t a bad place to be, save for one thing—there was only one way in or out. That limited my options as far as next steps went. Waiting it out held little appeal for me but forting up for a bit seemed like the only logical course of action, so I jammed the mop through the door handle and began a more in depth exploration of the facilities.

Unfortunately for me, there didn’t appear to be any sort of supply closet. They probably kept all of that stuff in a centralized location to service multiple facilities. It did, however, limit the places where I could hide or look for weapons.

I thought briefly about prying off one of the stall doors with my bare hands and using it like some sort of a riot shield. I quickly branded that idea as ridiculous and moved on.

The bathroom was pretty sparse. Not much in the way of serviceable defense mechanisms. Dropping to my knees and looking under the sinks revealed only clean white tiles. I stood up slowly, considering my few remaining options.

I debated breaking open the soap dispensers and spreading the slimy pink goo all over the ground like some sort of booby trap, but then I saw my reflection in the mirrors over the sinks. I was shocked to find that I still looked like me. Same old Dirk Bradley, minus my soul mate, plus a few blood stains, but not really much worse for the wear. Somehow I had expected myself to look completely different. Maybe like some kind of action star or something, maybe ten years older than I’d looked that morning. I felt like I should’ve been changed somehow by the day’s events. I don’t know why. Maybe it was silly. But I was nonetheless disappointed to see me, as I always looked, staring back at myself. I sighed and shrugged, then I turned on the sink and washed the blood away.

I was drying my face on my sleeve when someone or something tried to open the door from the other side. I stood frozen for a moment, waiting to see if there would be another attempt. I took a slow, silent step backwards, towards the stalls. Then another. The door jerked again as something slammed up against it. The wooden mop handle began to splinter. Thank god the sanitation company hadn’t opted for one of those cheap plastic handled jobs.

I was only a few feet away from the stalls and what limited protection they offered, but I didn’t want to announce my presence to whomever was outside by making noise. So I waited for the next blow to the door. Then I heard one of those inhuman roars.

The thing rushed the door again. I darted into the last stall, hopping up on the toilet and throwing the latch. Luckily for me, these were the kind of stalls that defaulted to closed, so the one I was hiding in wouldn’t look out of place so long as I kept quiet. Maybe I’d get lucky and that thing out there would just pass me by. Yeah, and maybe it’d start singing show tunes. 

There was another thud on the door and that poor herculean mop finally gave up its life. I closed my eyes, thanking whatever gods had made it strong enough to withhold the force of those heavy blows for as long as it had. 

Then the creature entered.

From my admittedly shoddy vantage point, I could see that this guy was wearing some sort of boots. They looked like they were made of the same shiny armor the other ones had been wearing and clanked on the tile as he stomped into the restroom. I could hear him sniffing loudly like some kind of big dog. Shivering, I held my breath and waited, hoping the thing would assume the restroom was empty and leave for more fertile slaughtering grounds.

Instead of leaving, the thing stalked further in and roared again, shaking the mirrors in their frames. It whirled on the sound and, judging by the reaction, must’ve seen its own reflection for the first time. There was another booming cry and the sound of breaking glass. Apparently, it hadn’t liked what it had seen.

By this point, I had to breathe. Yet another movie fallacy. I’d been lead to believe that you could hold your breath indefinitely in situations like this, but that was definitely not the case. Human beings didn’t breathe adrenaline, after all. I let out a breath as slowly and silently as I could, then began to breathe in the same way. Mid inhalation, I almost choked as the thing kicked in the door of the first stall with an explosive bang. Fuck! Only two stalls to go before he got to mine—and I didn’t think he’d be glad to make my acquaintance. Or would he?

I looked around the stall, hoping for some kind of interdimensional portal or something to open up. What? Stranger things had happened this fucking morning, even. No portals, but there was a plunger in the corner. Apparently I had chosen the toilet that backed up most often. The plunger wouldn’t do me much good as a weapon, but I guessed it would be better than trying to defend myself with my soft little fists, so I reached over, poised to grab it when the thing kicked in the next door to cover the noise of my movements.

I remained crouched that way, fingers inches from the plunger handle, for what felt like an eternity. The muscles on the insides of my thighs started to burn. I exhaled slowly, then glanced up. A tiny smile played with the corners of my mouth. Directly overhead was the spur of a fire sprinkler. I had found my way out, and it wasn’t a magical portal to fairy land after all. Fuck those fairies. I hear unicorns are dicks, anyway.

The thing kicked in the door of the second stall. BANG! I grabbed the plunger and shifted my position, tucking my heels beneath me and preparing to lunge upward. I knew I’d only have one shot at this. The next door that got kicked in would be the one beside mine. I had to make it out now or else I probably never would. At least not all of me. If those things took trophies, maybe he’d cut off my ear or something and put it on his belt. 

“Come on,” I thought, “I haven’t got all day you big, ugly freak...”

The thing was apparently enthralled by the idea of indoor plumbing. Or perhaps he’d gotten a whiff of my scent (a delightful mix of Irish Spring and Axe body spray, capped off with a hint of citrusy hair gel). I heard him sniffing around only a few feet away from me. 

I was certainly close enough to smell it, too. It smelled like the inside of a locker room after a big game, but also sort of earthy and wild, like some sort of animal or maybe the tiger enclosure at the zoo. It wasn’t likely to be Calvin Klein’s next signature fragrance at any rate.

I fought the urge to gag, waiting for my chance to spring my improvised trap. I didn’t have to wait long. I heard it retreat from the second stall and take a few loud steps toward me. It paused in front of the stall directly next door. I readied myself, tightening my grip on the plunger. I really hoped luck would be on my side. 

BANG! The thing kicked the door open inches from me, but I was ready. In one smooth motion, I leapt from my crouch and swung the handle of the plunger at the sprinkler head. 

A lot of things happened all at once. The sprinkler head flew free over the top of the stall to land clattering on the floor tiles. Water poured from the open pipe, spilling down over me and the toilet in a heavy stream. That stuff was also not winning any scent awards and, now that I was covered in it, neither was I. The other sprinklers in the room began spraying smelly rain and—best of all—the fire alarm began trilling. 

The thing roared, dropping its enormous axe, freeing up both hands to cover its ears. I didn’t hesitate, exploding from my hiding place, doing my best not to slip on the wet tile. I shoved the thing into the stall beside me (noticing somewhere in the back of my mind that its skin was way, way too warm) and did my best Usain Bolt impersonation, running through the half inch of water that had already accumulated on the floor, using the disorienting strobes and blaring alarm to my best advantage. I made it to the door, wrenched it open, and then pounded into the hallway, heedless of where I was going. I just had to get out of there before that thing recovered its senses and came after me. It was a pretty safe bet that it would be pissed off that I had eluded it and would probably want to hunt me down and wear my skin like a vest. Not my idea of a good time.

I tore back down the hallway, which was now a water hazard tinged with pink swirls where bits of people lay like discarded mittens. I paused briefly at the entrance to the concourse, looking left and right. There were far fewer people than there had been just minutes before, whether through attrition or escape, I did not know. I figured I’d start preparing myself as best I could for my own fight or flight situation. First things first, I needed some kind of weapon.

For some reason I had it in my head that these jacked up jackasses would be vulnerable to firearms. Perhaps it was their lack of anything more technologically advanced than swords and boards. Perhaps it was the fact that they collectively reminded me of possessed fucking cavemen. That would make a great Sci Fi Channel movie-of-the-week: Possessed Space Cavemen Vs Gay Man with an Uzi. I liked my odds in that one. Maybe if I lived through this it would happen. Maybe they’d even get Orlando Bloom or Hugh Jackman to play me.

I figured my best bet at laying my hands on a gun was to head to a TSA office. Someone there was bound to have been armed. Worst case, maybe they’d confiscated something I could use. And even if they hadn’t, maybe some of them were still alive and could offer some sort of protection to civilians like me. I didn’t like the idea of scrambling to The Man for safety, but I liked the idea of losing my head even less. So I started back to the main body of the airport, the place where the gate-filled arms connected to a central hub that contained, along with a food court and a sizeable bank of massage chairs, the big ominous “Authorized Personnel Only” door.

I’d only managed a couple hundred feet, moving tactfully between clumps of bodies and mounds of gore, when I heard a single gunshot. And it was close. 

My head swiveled in the direction I thought the shot had come from. From that same direction came another of those murderous, rage-filled howls. But it was different somehow. Shorter, more halting. Was that... fear? Uncertainty, maybe? I turned and began to make my way towards what I hoped might be salvation.

I wasn’t sure if I was going in the right direction. The shot didn’t come again, neither did the howl. I kept my head down and my shoulders hunched, sticking close to walls, podiums, and service kiosks—anything that might offer a bit of cover or a place to hide in case one of those things spotted me, or I spotted it.

Ahead of me stretched a long corridor that lead towards my original destination, the TSA Security Office. At a forty-five degree angle, another arm led off towards Concourse C. To my right was a badly demolished newsstand. To my left was an unmarked hallway bordered by the bodies of two women missing most of their faces, which seemed to have been painted on the wall behind them with great force. But which way had the shot come from? I kept on the path I was on, down the hallway towards the TSA office. Even if I was wrong in pinpointing the direction of the gunshot, I’d be closer to my original destination.

Another few hundred carefully paced feet and the sounds of my probable salvation still hadn’t been repeated. All I could hear was people screaming in the distance, sometimes preceded by equally distant howls and the less frequent crash of meteorites careening to the earth. 

Then I heard the gun go off again. Closer this time. I took a few steps forward, trying to orient myself on the sound. Ahead of me, the hallway widened into an open area with a bright skylight overhead. One that was remarkably intact, considering the glass that littered the rest of the place. Rambo and company had to be there, it would make logical sense. They’d fort up somewhere large and open, but defensible. Somewhere easily accessible by rescue squads in Black Hawks, who’d come down like the fist of God himself, guns blazing, to rain fire and doom on those who’d dared to set aggressive foot on American soil. It would be epic. It would be action movie worthy. My salvation would be a box office smash in another reality. I braced myself, a breath of relief almost on my lips, and stepped into the open area before me.

I came around the corner to a scene I wasn’t quite expecting. There was a boy in blue, though I didn’t think he was actually a police officer. The close cropped hair, strong shoulders, and bracing stance said military, either current or former. The cheap shoes, wraparound sunglasses, and shiny epaulettes said rent-a-cop all the way. He had one arm extended out and slightly back, shielding a woman and child he’d ushered behind him, their tear stained faces bordering on hysteria. His other arm was out in front of him, holding some sort of black pistol pointed towards three of the Big Uglies, who appeared none the worse for the wear. The barrel still smoked, a graceful curl dancing sinuously skyward. 

I eyed the trio of hostiles warily. They hadn’t noticed me yet, but neither had the cop or the woman and child. 

Of the aliens—because what the fuck else could they have been?—there were a male and two females, though delicate, graceful, or feminine hardly described them. I looked them over, eager for any sign of injury. I didn’t see any wounds or blood or bullet holes. None of them seemed to be in pain. Were they as invulnerable to bullets as they seemed to be to fists or bathroom stalls? Or had the rent-a-cop just missed? I decided that was probably more likely.

I looked back at the knight in shining polyester. He probably hadn’t fired a gun in the line of duty in his life. He was sweating, I noticed, and his gun hand was shaking visibly. The guy was at least forty pounds overweight and we’re not talking muscle. I doubted he did a lot of cardio. I worried that maybe this whole situation would be more than his poor bacon-saturated heart could handle and he’d drop dead of a heart attack right there before my eyes. I really didn’t want that to happen, and not just because rent-a-cop was the closest thing to hope I’d had since the light left Dylan’s eyes. I was done with death. As done with it as a person in the middle of a nightmare holocaust could possibly be. I wished there was a way I could help. Maybe cause some sort of distraction, get the Big Uglies to turn and look at me long enough to give the boy in blue a good clear shot at them. But that might be risky, especially as none of them had noticed me at all yet. Sure I could go knock over that metal trash can a few feet away and make a sudden loud noise, but given the collective emotions of the six beings in the center, I stood just as much a chance of distracting the aliens as startling the rent-a-cop and causing him to misfire, at best wasting ammo, at worst taking out someone unintentionally—someone like me. Oh, the irony. No. Boy in blue was on his own out there unless he noticed me before the baddies did and I could get him to understand some sort of signal without alerting them to my presence. That didn’t seem too likely.

Rent-a-cop licked his lips nervously and took a step back from the slowly advancing trio, pressing into the pair of frightened people behind him. The woman peeked over his shoulder with wide, terrified eyes beneath a mop of frizzy highlighted curls. The girl, I guessed her daughter, clung to the woman’s leg for dear life, tight braids bouncing as she shivered in fear. She clutched a battered blue stuffed elephant, which dangled from one hand by its back leg, trunk brushing the ground. “That thing is probably filthy by now.” I thought, the absurdity of that statement striking me as almost funny.

The male of the pack was out in front, wearing what looked like a harness of some sort covered in little metal shards wrapped around his gorilla-like chest, eyes glowing red like laser sights. He wore a furred pelt and matching boots and carried a long sickle-shaped spear with a blade the length of my forearm. The females were dressed similarly to one another. Or perhaps undressed would be more appropriate, as neither of them wore anything above the waist. Their pale breasts protruded from powerfully muscled chests that widened into equally formidable looking shoulders and arms. They each had some sort of tribal-looking tattoo inked in red on both biceps and wore leather loincloths and some sort of leggings or breeches over bare (though clawed) feet. One had short messy hair that stuck out from her head like platinum flames around a sunburst. The other wore half of her straight, smooth hair long, while the other side of her head had been shaved to reveal another red tattoo above her ear. All three looked hungry and ready for battle. Moving as one, they advanced another step. My money was on these guys, as much as I wished it weren’t so. 

Rent-a-cop quaked in his boots, but his grip on the gun never faltered. His voice rang out clear and strong, despite his obvious panic. “Drop your weapons! Stay where you are! I will shoot!” I believed him. He might miss again and end up wasting all his bullets, but I believed he’d try, and I admired him for that.

The male raised his spear and aimed it straight at the security officer’s midsection. The rent-a-cop ‘s eyes went wide. His gun arm straightened, elbow locked. He swept the other arm back behind him, shielding his charges protectively. The little girl’s sobs were the only sound I could hear. You could’ve cut the tension with a big ass alien sword. My nerves were strung as taught as piano wires.

Then there was a thunderous crash as one of the meteors clipped the glass and metal ceiling overhead, sending an enormous sculpture shaped like a globe crashing to the ground—right on top of the six combatants—with a noise like ten car crashes all happening at once.

The gigantic metal ball rolled onward, painting the ground with streaks of red blood and blackish, greasy looking ichor before it embedded itself into a bank of arrival/departure monitors in a cloud of smoke and sparks. Total and complete devastation. My heart broke for the second time that day. There was no way any of the humans had survived that.

I took a cautious step forward and looked hesitantly at the carnage at the center of the globe’s impact. Like it or not, I needed that gun (provided, of course, that it still worked). Apparently, I hadn’t been completely desensitized by the day’s events or my own twisted nature (as Dylan had once warned me horror movies would do). I felt my gorge rise as I scanned the scene for the weapon. 

It wasn’t really possible to tell where the rent-a-cop began and the woman or the child ended. The three of them had been crushed into clumpy red goo, matted with tatters of cloth or bits of hair and shards of bone by the force of the impact. The blue elephant remained remarkably untouched. I thought briefly about saving it, some kind of proof that the girl and her mother had been alive, had mattered. I thought maybe their loved ones might like it as a memento. Then again, given that it was sitting in a pool of its owner’s blood, maybe not.

The aliens, on the other hand, had fared better. But not by much. The only thing that had remained relatively intact was, oddly enough, their skeletons, which were a bright gristly red. I looked down at them. Bits of blackish muscle tissue clung to the bones beneath strips of flayed white skin and bits of brown leather. The skull of one still had an eye left intact. My heart soared in triumph as I stepped over their pulpy corpses. They were very obviously dead. They could be defeated! I just needed about a thousand more of those gigantic metal globes. I wondered if the artist had a studio nearby. Maybe they’d even offer a bulk discount.

That gigantic spear thing still looked fine and I debated trying to wield it myself before deciding that even if I could pick it up, I was nowhere near as skilled with it as the enemy combatants. No, I needed the gun. That was what they seemed to be most vulnerable to, that was what I had a chance of wielding against them with any measure of success. I needed firepower, and it was right there in front of me. I just had to do a little rummaging first. Call it the world’s goriest treasure hunt.

I kicked aside a boot with a mostly intact calf still inside it, nudging through the gooey mess with the toe of my poor abused sneakers. I poked and prodded, trying not to gag. There was far more of the goopy black alien viscera than the human stuff, which made sense, given how much more mass the aliens possessed. The smell was somewhere between rusted steel and battery acid. I hoped the gunk wasn’t corrosive.

Bracing myself, I knelt down in the more familiar chunky red mess that had once been three human beings. After a moment, I saw the dull gleam of metal amid the gore and rubble. Gingerly, I pried the gun from the lifeless, crushed fingers of the rent-a-cop.

“Sorry, bro.” I dropped what was left of his hand back onto the rest of him and the people he’d been protecting, “I need this more than you do.” I tried not to notice his name tag, clearly visible and still pinned to what remained of his chest. “Gonzalez”, it read. Poor bastard went out trying to do good, trying to save that mother and her daughter. For all the good it had done any of them. Now I had his gun. Did that make me the hero? Was that how it worked? Did I now possess the modern day equivalent of Excalibur? Yeah, that was a reassuring thought. I was most certainly not anyone’s idea of a stalwart crusader.

I hoped the gun still worked. It didn’t seem any worse for the wear, but then I didn’t know much about guns, having only shot air rifles at local fairs (And poorly at that, if I was being honest). I wiped it off on my jeans and stuck it in my waistband like I was some kind of action hero. Yippee ki-yay, motherfuckers!

“Ok, tough guy.” I said aloud, “You’ve got a gun. Now what?”

All along, I’d been hoping that somebody somewhere would show up and rescue me from this nightmare—that someone else was going to swoop in and prevent my imminent destruction. I guess that’s sort of how we’re programmed these days—Get in trouble, call 911 and someone will help you. Right? That’s what we tell our kids. It’s what all of us learn from the time we’re old enough to pick up a phone. So what happens when dialing 911 gets you nothing but a busy signal? What happens when the trouble is more than they can handle?

Seeing those three people die like that—the frightened mother and her little girl and the brave man who’d tried his best to save them all—finally drove the point home that I was in this on my own. I didn’t even have Dylan any more. It was just me. One man against who knows how many of those bad ass alien fucks. Not exactly great odds.

That reality hit me like a tidal wave. I was overcome by a bleak feeling of loss and despair and—worse yet—the desire to just throw in the towel. Sure, I could fight it out. I had a gun now, after all. I might even manage to take out one or two of those caveman dick weeds. But what would be the point? Even if I made it out alive, what then? What if those things were everywhere? What if all of Earth was being invaded right now, just like this shitty airport? Why fight? Why struggle? Why not just walk up to one of those rat bastards and spit in his face? Die like a man? Heck, why not just stick the gun in my mouth and pull the trigger? I looked at the pistol, turning the business end towards me to stare down the barrel like it was a long, dark tunnel. 

Instead of infinite blackness, I saw bits of gore and a shred of blue polyester. I pulled a face. No, whatever happened, I was sure as hell not sticking that thing in my mouth. Instead, I stuck it back into my waistband, letting the reassuring weight of it lighten my suddenly black mood. I sighed and tried to collect my wits. What was it Dylan always did in those survival horror video games he was always making me watch him play? Oh yeah. He always checked his inventory when things got rough or he got stuck. I was most certainly stuck.

I had my wallet: Travel edition. Meaning I’d taken out all the fun stuff that TSA might’ve had a problem with—the cool little knife that folded up into a metal rectangle the size of a credit card (not that I thought that thing would do me much good against Captain Axe and his cronies, but damn was it useful!), a pair of tiny tweezers I used for on-the-go personal grooming, and the nail file I carried for the same reason. All it contained now was my driver’s license, a couple credit cards, my emergency $20, and a picture of Dylan and me taken at a Renaissance Faire the previous year (Dylan had insisted on going in full garb. I, on the other hand, opted for the comfort of worn in jeans and a Slayer t shirt). In other words, nothing incredibly useful. 

I had a tube of lip balm, also not useful unless the Big Bads had chapped lips, Dylan’s puka shell necklace, a few random coins, my car keys, a half empty pack of gum, and the evacuation map I’d liberated from the hallway outside the restroom. I would’ve had my cell phone, too, if my temper hadn’t gotten the better of me.

I was betting there still wouldn’t be any reception, but it sure would be nice to confirm that fact. Maybe there was another phone on one of the bodies around me. But even if there was, it was probably just as useless as mine had been, if it hadn’t been smashed to smithereens or water (blood) damaged to heck. If I wanted to communicate with the outside world, I should probably look for some kind of radio. Had rent-a-cop been wearing one on his belt? I couldn’t remember. Maybe it was worth looking for. I glanced back at the crushed remains and felt my gorge rise anew. Then again, maybe not.

I dug the map out of the pocket of my jacket, leaning up against one of the less damaged customer service kiosks to help conceal my position. I spread it out as best I could and tried to orient myself. Apparently, that giant globe thing had been part of something called the “International Atrium” which seemed to serve as a sort of meeting place/central hub between the concourses and the food court and shopping pavilions. Wait, shopping pavilions? In a fucking airport? Seriously? Gotta love consumerism.

I was tracing my finger along possible exit routes when I heard another startling sound—a cry for help. I froze, raising my head and scanning the area. It sounded close, but not super close. But then the acoustics in here are weird, anyway. Still, I didn’t see anyone, so whoever made that cry wasn’t in my immediate vicinity. The voice came again, soft, insistent, pleading. 

“Somebody, please help me!” Then sobbing that trailed off into whimpers before fading back into silence. It sounded like a kid. Another little girl, maybe. I glanced back at the soggy blue elephant. Bad idea. 

I had the gun now, after all. Did that make me someone’s shining beacon of hope? God, I hoped not. That was a truly terrifying proposition. After all, I was the guy that sometimes laughed when the whiny teen got what was coming to her in those slasher movies I liked so much, who routinely told people—even people I liked—to die in fires. I swore like a sailor. I drank like a fish. I smoked like a chimney. I made Dylan kill spiders for me. I frequently double parked. I was nobody’s idea of a hero. 

But still, something in me said I had to try. Maybe I never imagined myself saving the day, but that didn’t mean I couldn’t do it. Stranger things have happened, after all. If I was going to die anyway, if none of this even mattered, maybe I could help someone else make it out. Maybe I could be their Arnold. “Get to the choppah!” I muttered as I stepped out from behind the podium and started following the sound of barely audible sobs.

The crying was coming from the direction of Concourse A. It sounded like it was above me as well. There was a set of escalators leading up in front of me and to the right and a set that had presumably lead down from the upper level to the left. Both sets were without power. Fortunately escalators without power function just fine as stairs.

I glanced around once before mounting the escalator closest to me and bolting up it, pulling the gun from my pants as I went. Did I even know vaguely how to use this thing? I mean, sure, point and shoot, but was there a safety of some kind? Was the thing even loaded? I didn’t know, but I should probably find out. 

I held the weapon up in front of me, hoping for something obvious but meeting with disappointment. There was no little red arrow with the words “Ammo goes in here!” emblazoned over it. Instead it just said “Glockenspiel 78-AB752 .9MM” in precise, tiny printing. There was a little black button below the words and something that looked like an itty bitty brake release pedal. I fiddled with the little button first. Pushing it in didn’t appear to do any good, so on a whim I slid it forward. It moved a fraction of an inch, revealing a bit of neon red paint beneath. This must be the safety. But what did red mean? Usually it meant stop, as in stop lights and stop signs and silly games kids play at recess. I was reasonably sure the rent-a-cop had fired this thing at the Big Uglies, which meant the safety had to have been off. Or did it? Maybe it reset after every shot. That seemed like a worthwhile safety measure to a novice like me. So maybe in this case red meant go. I thought about test firing through one of the broken windows, but I didn’t know how far bullets travelled and I wasn’t keen on the idea of accidentally murdering somebody to test a theory. Besides, I didn’t want to make a bunch of noise and draw the aliens to my position. And I didn’t want to waste any of the bullets that might still be in the gun. So that idea was out the figurative window. Damn.

Ok, so what else could I figure out about this little piece of salvation I held in my hand? I considered it gravely, turning it this way and that. There had to be some way of loading it, right? It couldn’t fire if it didn’t have anything to fire, after all, and I was pretty sure this thing wasn’t muzzle loaded like the muskets of old. So I tried to think back to every action movie I’d ever seen, good, bad, or indifferent. Those macho types were always slapping something into their guns. What was it called? Clip? Magazine? Cartridge? Was there a difference? It seemed to me that the heroes used them interchangeably, but maybe that was because I was too naïve to know if there was a difference. But what did it matter, anyway? It wasn’t like I had any of the damned things, even if I had known how to use one. I certainly wasn’t going to go digging through rent-a-cop’s innards again to see if he had any extras because the thought of that was incredibly gross, and I was pretty sure I’d read somewhere that moisture ruined bullets. So even if he had carried spares, chances were good they’d be useless, anyway. At least that’s what I told myself.

Still, I wanted to know if there were any bullets already inside it, and if so, how many. There must be some way to check on that. Why didn’t guns have a gauge like cars did for gasoline? Nothing fancy, just a simple “E” for empty and an “F” for full with a little meter in between. Would that have been so hard? According to some of Dylan’s silly first person shooter games, there were guns that could pick off a rat over a mile away. In the dark. A full/empty meter seemed like base model equipment next to that. If I made it out of this alive, I was going to write a letter to the manufacturers explaining my idea. Maybe they’d buy it from me and I’d make my second million. The first would be public appearance fees as the sole survivor of THE NIGHTMARE THAT DESTROYED O’HARE.

“Ok, Dirk. Quit with the day dreaming. Someone needs help.” I gave up on figuring out the gun and stuck it back into my waistband, hoping that if the time came when I needed to use it, I’d act on instinct and somehow manage to save the day. Or something. Maybe those shoot-em-up action movies would pay off after all.

The sobbing started again, a bit fainter this time, as if the person making the cries were running out of fuel or battery life or was just plain tired. Maybe it was a little kid and the poor thing was frightened and exhausted from this ordeal. I listened carefully, trying to orient myself on the sound. It was definitely closer up here than it had been downstairs. Good, I’d made the right choice coming up here.

I took a few tentative steps in what I thought was the right direction, keeping low, one hand poised to grab the gun if I needed it. My every sense was alert, focused on detecting either the cry or the person making it. I felt like a guitar string that someone had tightened just till the breaking point. My nerves felt like schizophrenic gremlins were dancing a jig on each and every one of them. I was so focused on following the sound of that voice that I didn’t notice the guy in front of me until we almost bumped into each other.

I, of course, being wound tighter than Scrooge on tax day, went for the gun. Shoot first, ask questions later. The dude looked as scared as I was. Eyes as wide as saucers, he held up both hands in the universal gesture of surrender. I raised one eyebrow at him in confusion, then remembered the gun I was holding and tucked it back into my waistband, trying as hard as I could to calm my breathing and slow my pounding heart before he noticed how terrified I had been. That was close. Damn close. What if he had been one of those fucking aliens? I’d be dead by now. Dirk cold cuts. What if those killer instincts had kicked in and I’d shot him before I had a chance to collect myself? I’d be a murderer, not much better than those fucking aliens, but without their badass physiques. Best not to think about it, in either case.

The man who stood before me was short, maybe 5’5”. He had that odd sort of thin at the extremities, thick in the middle body type you sometimes see on construction workers or day laborers. He had a fat head over a thick neck and what Dylan would’ve called a baby face, despite his cheesy Guido mustache that looked like two triangles facing away from each other over his thin, greasy looking lips. He had a bad comb over, too. The kind that makes you wonder if he looks at himself in the mirror each morning after he styles his hair and actually thinks he looks good. He was wearing a loud red Hawaiian shirt covered with bright blue and yellow hibiscus flowers, open over a stained wife beater and a thick rope of gold chain with a gaudy oversized cross dangling from it. Like his god was going to help him now. Where was he while meteors smashed into O’Hare International, killing hundreds, if not thousands, my Dylan among them? Same place gods always were when you needed them: Nowhere. 

The Guido also wore gray sweatpants, black Velcro sandals and, of course, black socks. The guy was a walking cliché and I bet he didn’t even know it. 

“You, uh, you the man in charge?” he asked in a reasonable Joe Pesci impersonation, pointing his chin at me and narrowing his eyes.

“Me?” I asked him, wondering if he’d lost his mind. “Oh, the gun? No. I’m not in charge. I’m just trying to survive.” I said. 

“Yeah.” he agreed, gesturing over his shoulder. “Us, too.”

Behind him were two more people, pressing against the wall in an attempt to remain hidden lest I decide to shoot their friend, I supposed. Now that he’d survived our initial encounter, they seemed to be relaxing a bit.

The woman appeared to be in her early to mid-fifties. She had obviously dyed, permed strawberry blonde hair. She was wearing what had once been a smart looking papaya colored business suit over a cream colored shell top and tasteful jewelry. Her lined, haggard face was still carefully made up with expert skill and expensive beauty products. She had a long run in one nylon and her coordinating pink flats were scuffed. Her short nails were manicured and painted in a shade that matched her suit and shoes. I pegged her as a banker of some sort, or a “Financial Executive”. I was hardly impressed.

Behind her was a mocha skinned teenage boy with thick, plastic rimmed glasses, braces, and a bad case of acne. He wore a black t shirt with a picture of some cartoon character with yellow and orange horns growing out of a mop of emo hair on the front. His own hair was dark, tightly curled, and cropped close on the sides of his head. He had the strap of a laptop bag slung over his shoulder and was clutching the main compartment protectively to his side. 

Greaseball appeared to be their leader. He gestured towards Miss Priss Banker and said, in his bad My Cousin Vinny voice, “This here’s Melissa.” She smiled that all-too-familiar practiced smile and reached around the kid to extend her hand in greeting. I eyed her warily, but didn’t move to shake her hand. She looked uncomfortable for a second before stepping back to where she had been. I don’t like touching people. Especially strangers. It’s the end of the fucking world, ok? To hell with social niceties.

“And this is Mike.” The kid licked his lips, looking uncomfortable. “It’s Michael.” He said in a quiet voice, the kind of voice that’s used to being ignored, I thought.

“And I’m Joey.” The way he said “I’m” made it sound like “om” and he actually gestured to himself as he said it. Oh boy, what a class act. 

“And you are?” He asked, melon wobbling like one of those bobble head figures you see on tacky people’s dashboards.

“I’m done with the introductions. Let’s get our asses out of here. If we make it through this, we can chit chat later.” Joey looked a bit off put, but held his tongue. I was the man with the gun, after all.

“Ok, tough guy,” he put his hands on his ample hips, making the shirt swell out over his considerable paunch, “What’s the plan?” 

Geez, I’d only just met the guy and already he was giving Yoga Pants (RIP, 90 minutes ago) a run for her annoying money.

“I’m getting to that.” I said in what I hoped sounded like a confident, commanding tone. “First things first. I came over here because I heard someone crying. Let’s find whoever it is and see if we can help them, too.” That sounded like a heroic thing to say, besides being the truth. Also, it gave me some time to think up an actual plan, which seemed like it might be a good thing to have right about now, especially considering the fact that I’d gone from 0 to leader in one jerky Guido.

“Y-yes,” said Melissa, “We heard it, too. It sounded close by...” She trailed off as the sobbing started again. It was definitely close, but with all the debris, human and otherwise, scattered all over the place, it was tough to tell where exactly it might be coming from. They don’t tell you this about airports, but they’re basically giant echo chambers, once the throngs of people have been cleared out. Or cut into hunks of bloody chum.

I looked around the area in wide sweeping arcs, seeking movement of some kind. The others followed in suit. Maybe I could get used to this whole “being a leader” thing after all.

I debated calling out, but decided against it. I didn’t want to risk any of the Big and Uglies overhearing me and coming for us. I also considered telling whoever was crying to shush before they attracted unwanted attention, but I figured that was probably a waste of time and effort. It was most likely best to keep searching until we found the source of the crying, then go from there.

Across from us was a help kiosk for one of the airlines. The small podium-like desk was flanked by two 7 foot high posters attached to big plastic bases featuring smiling stewardesses with equally plastic features. One had been knocked on its side. Blood had been splattered across the perky blonde flight attendant’s face, making her look like some sort of vampire. The other one bore a gash down the middle, the halves of the woman’s image falling away from it like dead rose petals. The desk was up against a wall, tucked between a support column and a bank of monitors that now displayed hissing static, those that hadn’t been smashed, of course. A plastic holder once containing travel brochures had been tipped over and smashed, the brochures scattered around like rectangular autumn leaves.

Michael was checking around a vending machine (also smashed, mostly looted. Clots of dried blood stuck to whatever was left inside) while Joey and Melissa scanned the area like state troopers on patrol for speeders. But I was fixated on that kiosk. It felt to me like the sort of place a kid might duck behind to hide when things got scary. So I carefully tiptoed over, my fingertips brushing the handle of the gun. I wanted to be ready in case of one of those ambushes I kept envisioning, but I didn’t want to risk shooting whoever was crying like I’d almost shot Joey. That certainly wouldn’t win me any hero points.

When I got to the upended poster, I stepped carefully over it. Between it and the kiosk was a mess of garbage and chaos. Clothes, mostly. I hoped they didn’t still have people inside them. Or parts of people, anyway. There were also cardboard boxes, folders, and a few trash bags that had likely been looted from the cans nearby.

Yeah, I thought to myself, this looks like the kind of ramshackle fort a kid would build to protect himself. I knelt down, and in my friendliest possible voice, I said “Hello? Are you here? I want to help you.” And I realized with sudden startling clarity that it was true. I did want to help. Me, Dirk Bradley, humanitarian. Gee, and all it had taken to make me give a damn about another living thing was the end of the goddamned free world. Go figure.

A few of the clothes started moving as a dirty, bloodstained hand pushed them aside and a pair of brown, tear stained eyes looked up at me. She had tucked herself in under the kiosk and pulled everything close at hand over her small body to stay hidden. Smart girl, I thought. If not for the crying, I might not have found her at all. Then again, I didn’t know how well those cavemen fucks could hear. Or smell, for that matter. Maybe it was just luck that kept them from finding her first.

I reached a hand out towards her and she took it. It was so small in mine. Warm and soft. Real. I helped her to her feet. I guessed she was about 12 years old, though I don’t spend a lot of time around kids so I wasn’t too certain of that. She was a bit shorter than chest height on me, with soft, rounded features and a nose that made me think of Peter Pan for some reason. She wore blue flowered high top sneakers, white jeans, and a pink and white striped top with yellow trim under a red coat with a hood that looked a few sizes too big for her. Her long brown hair was pulled into a messy, tangled ponytail, though the mess might’ve been a result of the chaos of the morning. It would’ve been understandable. A line of freckles stood out on her slightly olivine face. Metal gleamed from her mouth as she spoke. Braces.

“Are... are those things gone?” she asked timidly.

“No.” I said, already pulling her towards the rest of the group, “But we can’t wait around for that to happen. We don’t know if help is coming. We have to take care of ourselves. We have to get out of here. Ok?” I could see hesitation in her eyes, along with doubt, fear, and uncertainty. God, I sucked at this whole recruitment speech thing. “But you’re with us now. There’s safety in numbers. We’ll look out for each other.” She took a small step back from me, looking around as if for an exit. Crap. What if she bolted? She’d most certainly be killed. I was again stunned to find myself actually caring about that possibility. What if she screamed and drew the attention of those alien fucks? God damn it! I had to do something to win her over. 

I gave her my most charming and hopefully sincere smile. Ah, the old Bradley Grin. Gets them every time! Only this time it wasn’t just plastered to my face like some sort of Halloween mask. This time I meant it. 

“Come with me.” I said, reaching again for her hand. “I won’t let anything happen to you. I promise.” She hesitated for a moment, then nodded, taking my hand and squeezing it for what felt like reassurance. Gee, 27 years old and I never knew I’d have such a way with the ladies. 

Melissa turned and saw us, her mouth forming a momentary “O” of surprise before she covered it primly with her manicured fingers. She rushed over to us or, rather, the girl and took her by the arm. She smiled warmly. “Oh, sweetie!” she gasped, hand to her chest, “You must be so frightened! What’s your name?” The girl turned from me towards the older woman, dropping my hand like a hot rock. That’s fine. Whatever. I’m just the guy that pulled you out of a kiosk of doom and death, that’s all. Just old chopped liver. 

“I’m Hannah.” The girl said. Melissa wrapped a motherly arm around Hannah’s shoulders and began to guide her towards a bank of seats that was still more or less intact. I’m betting she had kids of her own somewhere. I hoped she’d live to see them again.

Hannah and Melissa sat down, seemingly making some sort of conversation with each other, which I thought was weird, given the circumstances. I mean, sure, make the girl feel at ease and all, but we’re in the middle of a godforsaken war zone. Let’s not forget that fact. Still, I couldn’t help listening in. Part of me was curious about how a little girl had found herself hiding in an abandoned travel kiosk in the middle of hell.

Melissa reached for a half-heart shaped pendant that hung around Hannah’s neck. The girl jerked backwards as if Melissa’s fingers had been electrified. She smiled shyly in apology. “I’m sorry.” she muttered, looking down as if to reassure herself that the necklace remained intact. “It’s just that... it’s special.” she wrapped her fingers around it, clutching it tightly for a moment, before turning it around to reveal a small picture lacquered to the back, probably with clear nail polish. “That’s my dad.” Hannah said. I wasn’t close enough to make out the image, but I could tell by the emotion in her voice that it meant a lot to her. “He has the other half of the heart. He always wears it whenever he has to go away, so that part of me is with him. I keep this half so part of him is with me. That way, no matter what happens, we’ll always have each other. But now...” Hannah trailed off, a tear sliding down her cheek. Melissa hugged her. “Where is he now, honey?” she asked.

“He was... He was supposed to be here. His friend, Walter, at the Veterans’ Affairs Bureau told me he’d be coming in today from Afghanistan. Walter brought me here himself so we could surprise him when he got off the plane. He even talked the security guys into letting us through so we could meet him at the gate. We got here early and then dad’s flight got delayed so Walter took me to Starbucks and bought me a hot chocolate. We were on our way back to the gate when there was some kind of explosion. Walter shoved me into the kiosk, he told me to get down and stay down. I tried to go after him, but there was so much noise! People were screaming. Walter was trying to get everyone to stay calm and listen to him. Then those things... those things came and they...” Hannah was sobbing openly now. Melissa pulled her close, resting her chin on top of Hannah’s head and rubbing her back comfortingly. Geez, poor kid.

I fidgeted uncomfortably for a minute, trying to figure out what to say or do. It seemed like I was now their leader and while I was sort of pleased by the fact that I’d usurped that greaseball Joey, I also didn’t have a clue as to what to do or how to get us out of this mess. The clock was ticking. Maybe not literally, unless someone in Washington really had pushed some big scary red button and armed the nukes, but I wasn’t stupid. I knew that every second we spent in this nightmare that used to be an airport lowered our chances of survival. We had to get out, and fast. But where? And how? Those were the million dollar questions. And it seemed I was the guy playing the game. For keeps. I couldn’t prevent my twisted little brain from conjuring up an image of me, sitting in the hot seat on one of those cheesy daytime game shows. It wasn’t that bad a vision until one of the alien fucks appeared in a knock off Armani suit, complete with gigantic bloody axe, and lopped my head off. Yeah, no thanks. We had to get going.

Michael ambled over and plopped down in one of the empty seats a few down from Hannah and Melissa. He opened the flap of his black messenger style laptop bag and took out a plastic bottle of Evian. I suddenly realized how thirsty I was. And how incredibly hungry. I guess all that running for your life really takes it out of you. Melissa apparently had the same idea, because she rudely snatched the bottle away from him. His face flickered briefly through a few emotions—shock, anger, resentment—before settling into what seemed like familiar resignation. I supposed that sort of thing probably happened to him a lot. I sort of felt bad for the guy.

Melissa handed the stolen bottle of water to Hannah, who took a small sip before handing it back to Michael and thanking him, as if he had offered her the water himself. He smiled shyly. “No problem.” he said. I could’ve kissed Hannah for that, for making Michael feel even a little bit better amidst all this madness. Well, if it wouldn’t have been extremely creepy and probably ill advised. Instead, I stuck my hands in my jacket pockets, surprised to feel something plastic crinkle beneath my fingers. I pulled it out to see what it was. The sour neon gummy worms Dylan had given me! 

For a split second, I considered sticking them right back in my pocket, saving them as the last thing Dylan had ever given me. Then I realized how absurdly silly that was and ripped them open, stuffing several into my mouth before holding the bag out to the others. Melissa made a face like I had offered her severed fingers instead of strands of fruity deliciousness, but Hannah and Michael each took a few. I wrapped the top of the plastic bag around itself and tucked the rest of the candy back into my pocket. Then I licked the remaining grains of sour sugary dust off my fingers and looked around, wondering for the first time where the hell Joey had gone.

As if on cue, he strode around the corner of the gate across the way, shoving the remains of something that looked suspiciously like a Twix bar into his slimy maw. 

“Oh hey guys!” He said as if he had just run into a group of friends at the mall. “Looks like you found her, eh?”

“Yeah.” I said, “We did. Now we better get moving before more of those things show up.” I looked around the area, which remained suspiciously quiet and free of alien vermin. I had watched enough bad horror movies to know that wasn’t actually a good sign.

“Right.” Joey said, flopping his ungainly bulk down in a chair between Michael and Hannah and stretching out his legs as if I’d said “Hey, let’s all take a 10 minute breather!”. I glowered at him, not caring if my disdain for the man showed.

“As I was saying,” I began, “We can’t afford to sit still. We need to keep moving if we’re going to make it out of here alive.”

“Uh huh.” Joey nodded, reaching into his pocket and pulling out another Twix bar. Ah hah! I had been right about the variety of candy. I silently gave myself a point. He unwrapped the chocolate noisily and stuck the ends of both bars into his mouth. He’d been holding out on us! Bastard. Well, see if I offer him any of my gummy worms. He smiled his annoying, jackass smile, chocolate still coating his teeth. “Where to, big guy?” he asked in a tone that suggested he didn’t think I had a clue what I was doing. The fucker was challenging me. Ok, tough guy. I can improvise as well as anybody! Bring it on!

I pulled the crumpled map out of my inner jacket pocket and held it up against a column next to the bank of chairs everyone was sitting on. I traced my finger along the path I’d taken from the “YOU ARE HERE!” graphic that represented the hall with the bathrooms and charging station, across the concourse, down the hallway, through the “International Atrium”, up the escalators and right to this very spot.

“Well,” I said, frowning, “We’re here, and there aren’t any exits close by, let alone any sort of ground transportation unless...” I trailed off as an idea came to me. A long shot, but it just might work.

I glanced towards the escalators I’d come up. “There!” I said, pointing, as if I had just discovered the path that lead to the fabled City of Gold. I looked back at the map. There was a little icon with a picture of a suitcase on it just beyond the icon representing the escalators. Baggage claim. 

“Baggage claim is that way. We make our way there and we can crawl through to the employee area and get outside.” Joey chewed his Twix bar with his mouth open in the most awful way possible. “Uh huh. Then what?”

“Outside seems better than in here.” Hannah piped up. I liked this kid more and more all the time. Melissa and Michael agreed, all three of them getting up from their seats. Michael tucked what remained of the water back into his laptop bag and swung it back into position. Melissa pulled Hannah close and all of us fell into a loose formation with Joey at the back like a whiny little alarm in case any of those alien fucks tried to jump us from behind. I was OK with that.

I stuffed the map back into my pocket and pulled the gun out again, crouching low like I’d seen heroes do in movies. Did it matter, as we were up against things that easily stood a foot taller than I was? Probably not. But it made me feel better somehow. More in charge. 

We made it easily, though slowly, to the escalator as a group and went down single file, with me in the lead, followed by Michael, Melissa and Hannah, and with Joey still bringing up the rear. I hadn’t figured out exactly what his deal was. He seemed to be taking this whole thing rather well. A bit too well. He was almost cavalier in his attitude. Was he in shock, perhaps? Running on some sort of asshole version of autopilot? Or maybe he was in on it. I glanced over my shoulder, hoping those big alien fucks would have better taste in their turncoat spy allies than a greasy guido Jersey Shore wannabe. Joey was busy staring at Melissa’s ass. Oh, brother.

At the foot of the escalators, the path split off in four directions. To the right was the way I’d originally come, back towards the gooey mess that remained in the “International Atrium”. To the left was the shopping pavilion between us and the next set of ground level gates. Behind us was the food court. In front of us was a little open area with benches and a landscaped tree, what looked like some sort of travel information booth, a giant sign announcing the boundaries of the TSA Protected Area in front of a short open hallway, and beyond it, baggage claim.

I kept up my action hero-like crouch, holding the gun close to my face while pointing it at the ceiling. I probably looked ridiculous, but I was pretty sure I’d seen Bruce Willis and Mel Gibson do this a bunch of times. Besides, it kept the gun close at hand while not pointing it directly at anyone. That was good, right?

Michael followed me at a bit of a distance, flanked by Melissa and Hannah. I assumed that Joey was still behind them, but I didn’t bother checking to make sure. If he didn’t want to stick with the group, then he could damned well fend for himself for all I cared. My main concern was Hannah, as I’d promised to keep her safe for whatever reason. It was a promise I intended to keep. I was also worried about Michael. Maybe it had something to do with the fact that he and Hannah were both so young, or maybe it was the fact that his somewhat put upon, shy, nerdy personality reminded me a bit of what I assumed a young Dylan would’ve been like. I didn’t have any especially strong feelings about Melissa one way or another, but I didn’t want to see her hurt and I knew I’d help her if I was able. She and Hannah seemed to have bonded somehow. I didn’t want to see Hannah hurt again, especially not after what she’d already been through. Hell, maybe I was starting not to mind most of humanity, save for those who annoyed the crap out of me. Did that mean I might actually be—gasp!—a nice person?

I don’t know if I’d go that far, but I definitely felt something towards this ragtag band of misfits and it wasn’t annoyance, dislike, or disgust. Well, I did dislike Joey, violently, but he was another matter altogether. A special breed of dick I wouldn’t have really liked under any circumstances. But hey, I had a gun in my possession and I hadn’t shot him myself. That must mean something, right? Progress!

Once everyone had made it down the stalled escalator, I took a few cautious steps forward. Everything was eerily quiet and still. Not to be cliché, but I think you could’ve heard a pin drop in the concourse, which was a massive shift from the noisy, frantic mayhem that had erupted not so long ago, and even a pretty big difference from the normal hustle and bustle of a busy airport. The meteors seemed to have stopped, but so did the incoming planes. Did that mean they’d been diverted somewhere else? Was there a real reason to hope that this was an isolated incident? Or had they all been blown out of the sky, by meteors or otherwise? What I wouldn’t give for a live feed to CNN right now. Hell, I’d even settle for Fox news. I just wanted some idea of what was going on elsewhere in the world, some reason to hope that making it out of this godforsaken airport might mean salvation.

I didn’t see or hear any other survivors. I wondered if we were the last. I hadn’t heard any alien sounds, either, but I was hardly foolish enough to assume they’d fled or died off or something. I was pretty sure they were still around here somewhere. The last thing we needed was to be caught flat footed in the path of one of those things when escape seemed so close.

I took a few more steps, somewhat less hesitantly, and the group followed suit. As soon as it was feasible, I pressed myself up against the nearest wall. Again, I had no actual idea what the fuck I was doing, but I fell back on my love of cheesy action movies to guide me through. I felt like I needed to construct a shrine or something to Jack Burton if I ever made it out of here. Well, more of a shrine than the signed original movie poster that hung in the living room, anyway.

I was too on edge to risk glancing behind me, but I felt Michael’s breath on my shoulder. Geez, dude, I know it’s an apocalypse and all, but would some breath mints kill you? I took a small step forward and he followed suit, like a shadow. Well, that’s what I get for being a leader, I guess. People follow me.

We came to the edge of the wall in short order. Directly ahead of us was a doorway flanked by huge posters warning that the “TSA Security Area Stopped Here.” Behind the posters was a thin sheet of drywall that I assumed used to have a door in the middle of it to act as some sort of barrier, only it had been rudely ripped from its hinges. Beyond the now empty doorway was a short passage through wide open territory with little to no cover. No place to hide. If one of those things came along before we reached the other side, we’d be sitting ducks, and I knew it. But did the rest of the group? If I acted unperturbed, would they follow my lead? Would that help? Should I be confident and bold, or cautious?

I didn’t really like the lay of the land directly ahead of that doorway, but we didn’t have much choice. We had to get out and this seemed like the best way, even if it did leave us completely exposed for a brief time while we passed through that entryway and made our way down the hall toward baggage claim. We hadn’t heard any of those alien roars or any other signs that we were still being hunted, after all. At this thought, a brief burst of hope flared in me—Maybe the aliens had been allergic to something in Earth’s atmosphere, ala War of the Worlds or Signs. Maybe they were all dead already and all of this sneaking around was for nothing!

I nearly jumped out of my skin when Michael tapped me on the shoulder, interrupting my mental celebration just as the cameras panned Times Square. “Geez, kid!” I whispered, “Don’t do that!”

“S-sorry.” he flinched from me, taking a step backwards while simultaneously making me feel like shit, “It’s just ... what’s that sound?”

“What sound?” I asked, but before the words were even out of my mouth, I heard it. A kind of wet slurping sound, like a toddler eating spaghetti or someone playing in a tub of Jell-O. It was the sound of something eating, and something being eaten.

I swallowed and took a deep breath. Ok. I didn’t really have a Plan B. Plan A had been haphazardly thrown together within the span of seconds as it was. I guessed we could always go back the way we’d come, up the escalators and back to the (presumably) empty concourse but really, what would be the point? We’d be sitting ducks there just as much as we were anywhere else, only we’d be further away from an exit and we’d have lost valuable time retracing our steps. Besides, Joey already seemed to be testing me and my admittedly nonexistent leadership abilities. I doubted if going back on my original plan would score me any brownie points with any of the group members. Now would not be a great time for a mutiny. Besides, my imagination’s horrific game of Pictionary aside, we really didn’t have any way of knowing for sure what was making that sound unless we actually looked for the source. Anything else would be speculation at best. Maybe it was someone who’d been badly injured and needed help. The thought of leaving someone mere feet away to die alone and in pain didn’t sit well with me. Maybe I really was becoming a hero.

I straightened my back and lifted my head in what I hoped was an authoritative posture. I firmed up my resolve and set my face in a carefully neutral expression before turning to Michael and looking him directly in the eye.

“Stay here.” I told him, pointing my index finger at his chest for emphasis. “I’m going to see what’s making that sound. Keep quiet. Don’t move unless I give the signal.” Michael, eyes wide, nodded. I glanced at the others. Hannah and Melissa also nodded in response, equally wide eyed. Joey was nowhere to be seen. Surprise, surprise. Asshole.

I took another slow, deep breath. I put both hands on the gun and pulled my arms tight against my chest in an effort to keep from shaking as much, or at least to hide it from the rest of the group. I licked my lips and swallowed before taking a calm, deliberate step forward, towards the gap where the missing door had hung and the probable source of that awful slurping noise.

Once I reached the door, I did a quick about face, pressing my back up against the drywall like I’d seen people do in movies when they were sneaking around and didn’t want to be seen. Cautiously, I peeked around the door frame. I didn’t see anything horrific. The cause of the sound wasn’t immediately apparent. A large potted plant in a huge golden urn type thing had been knocked over. The plant, the urn, and about a metric ton of dirt had been spilled directly in front of the doorway. There were foot prints, some human, some probably alien, in the dirt. Here and there were splashes and streaks of blood. Truth be told, I barely noticed them. Blood had become just part of the scenery. Purses, luggage, and other debris littered the floor. Of the door, there was no sign. 

Beyond the plant was a podium style security station with some laminated TSA information stuck to the front. A little battery powered bar light, the kind they use to check IDs, lay across the podium’s top. There was a bloody red handprint smeared across one white side. A sheaf of official looking papers had been scattered across the floor, some of them were smeared and spattered with more blood. I swallowed again, grimacing at the coppery tang of spilled blood as it flooded my nostrils, mingling with the earthy scent of the spilled dirt. God damn it.

I swung quickly around the doorframe, bringing my gun up to bear in yet another classic action movie pose. Nothing moved, but the sound continued. I was definitely getting closer.

As I took another careful, hesitant step, I saw a pair of shiny official looking shoes poking out from behind the podium. I was betting that they belonged to the TSA Security officer who’d been manning this station when Armageddon broke out. Still wishing/hoping/praying that the guy had been badly injured and that the wet, sucking, slurping sounds were due to him trying to draw breath through damaged lungs (all the while feeling like shit for actually wanting something like that to be true), I began kneeling down, ready to take his pulse. Again, as if I had any idea of how to actually do such a thing. The shoes were pointing toes down, as if the guy had been trying to crawl away from something and had taken refuge in the empty space beneath the podium. I could see them moving, just tiny irregular movements, but they gave me hope that he still lived, that maybe I could save him, too.

I took another somewhat less hesitant step forward and froze, feeling as if the breath had been knocked out of me yet again. I’d found the source of the slurping sounds, alright.

Mere feet away from me was one of those alien fucks. He was on his knees over the corpse of the security guy I’d been hoping to save, one hand clutching the poor man’s exposed spine, the other greedily shoving bits of gore into its bloody mouth. The alien’s arms, chest, and neck were caked with bits of flesh and muscle tissue. There were even a few sinewy red strands caught in his alabaster mohawk. 

My stomach muscles clenched as my gorge rose, the sour sting of acid burning the back of my throat. I swallowed hard, as quietly as I could, and forced it back down.

The thing hadn’t noticed me yet. It was way too interested in finishing its gruesome little snack. But that didn’t mean I was safe. I had to get out of here before he happened to glance up and decide that Dirk tar tare would be a lovely accompaniment to his TSA Employee sashimi. The voiceover from one of those National Geographic/Discovery Channel animal documentaries began playing in my head, completely unbidden.

“Here we see a wild Dirk, who’s just stumbled upon a predator in the middle of a meal. This could go very badly for the Dirk if he isn’t careful. If he wants to live, he should flee quickly and quietly back the way he came. And remember, Dirk! NO SUDDEN MOVEMENTS! They’ll only draw attention to your position and serve to aggravate the predator further.”

As much as I was sort of creeped out by the idea of myself on one of those programs where they liked to show things like lions or hyenas chewing on freshly killed gazelle haunches, I had to admit the voice had a point. I took a slow, small step backwards, breathing out through my nose as quietly as possible as I did so. I kept my eyes fixated on the tableau before me. As if I could’ve looked away. No matter how much I wanted to see anything (Literally anything. Even an Olsen Twins Movie Marathon would be better than this) other than Fine Dining for Alien Assholes, I couldn’t tear my eyes free. The benefit of that was the fact that I was absolutely sure that Gollum’s roid raging big brother hadn’t noticed me...yet.

I took another slow step backwards, again timing my breathing with my movements. I wasn’t sure if that actually did anything or not but it felt right, so I went with it. Both of my hands remained locked around the gun. If I hadn’t been afraid that it might make some sort of a noise to draw attention, I probably would’ve put my finger on the trigger just in case. As it was, I tilted the barrel down ever so slowly until it the business end was leveled directly at the feasting freak’s head.

I had to warn the others, but not yet. I couldn’t risk doing anything that would draw the alien’s attention. I wondered if they’d been watching me. I hoped they had been. Maybe they’d notice my slow, strategic retreat and put two and two together. Maybe they’d be halfway to the escalators by the time I made it back through the doorway to the relative safety offered me by the obscuring drywall.

One more step and again I nearly jumped out of my skin as a sound erupted just behind me to my left. Of course it was Joey, our resident fuck up. Goddamnit!

“HOLY SHIT!” he cried, still clutching half of a powdered donut he’d found somewhere in one hand. His eyes were like saucers, powdered sugar was caked around his face and in his cheesy mustache. He looked exactly like Tony Montana in that one scene with the guns and the blow, only minus his little friend, which would’ve been very helpful at a time like this.

Before I had a chance to react, Joey was doubled over, partially digested powdered donut and Twix bars spilling from his guts onto his shoes. That all too familiar scent of vomit—something sweet mingling with the sharp tang of stomach acid—took center stage, forcing the aromas of dirt, blood, and alien BO far into the background.

The alien’s head had snapped up violently at the sound of Joey’s brilliant fucking outburst. Now he growled, low and guttural, as he tossed aside what was left of the Security guard’s badly mangled corpse. He didn’t belt out one of those horrible howls, however. But somehow that made it worse.

I’d gotten the impression that those howls were their way of communicating. I was pretty sure that when I’d heard them before, they’d been calling for reinforcements, announcing their presence and inviting others of their ilk to join in the fun. The fact that this one wasn’t doing that set the hairs on the back of my neck to full salute. He didn’t think he needed backup. That, or he didn’t want to share his prey with anyone else. Either way, I almost wished he would cry out for his alien chums, even if it did mean more of them to deal with. It’s true what they say, confidence is everything. Right now, he had plenty and I had none.

I turned away from the damnably pathetic sight of Joey, all pretense of sneaking forgotten in the face of my imminent death and destruction. I jumped over the pile of dirt lest I slip and broke into a run, bolting through the empty doorframe with Joey hot on my heels. For a bigger guy who didn’t exactly broadcast stamina or physical fitness, he could fucking move.

“RUN!” I cried, catching the nearest group member, which happened to be Michael, and propelling him ahead of me. “Where?” Melissa called back. Really? Worrying about logistics at a time like this? Leave it to a banker. Figures.

“Back up the escalators!” I called, having no other options immediately spring to mind. Our footfalls rang out in the still, now slurp free silence, the heavier, sharper footfalls of the alien close behind us sounded like they might actually be coming from an AT-ST from the Star Wars universe. We bolted towards the escalators, feet flying in an adrenaline fueled all out run as if we were preparing for our final flight from the enemy. Perhaps we were.

The group split into two, Michael and I taking the westernmost escalator, while Melissa, Hannah, and Joey took the eastern one. I heard those horrible alien footsteps drawing closer and turned to look back over my shoulder, preparing for one of those huge pale hands to grab my ankle and drag me back down the escalator’s metal steps as my face bounced off each one. Instead, I saw the worst thing I had yet seen that day, if not the worst thing I’d seen, period.

Melissa was leading the trio of other survivors. She was nearly at the top of the escalators, moving at full speed. Hannah was a pace or two behind her, eyes wide in frantic terror. Joey pushed his way in front of her, squeezing the girl against the opposite handrail as he jockeyed for position. A dick move, to be sure, but nothing compared to what happened next.

Joey reached back and took a fistful of Hannah’s shirt in his meaty grip. The girl’s mouth opened in a shocked “O” of surprise and then terror as Asshole of the Century shoved her over backwards, using the momentum of the push to propel himself forward. I watched, feeling a mixture of shock, sympathy, horror and revulsion coursing through me as Hannah tumbled down the escalator and landed in a heap at the bottom, just as Captain Happy stomped up to meet her.

“Asshole!” I spun on my heel, pushing past a stunned Michael as I tried not to trip on my way back down the escalator. 

Hannah had shaken off the initial shock of the fall. Adrenaline had probably helped. She scooted backwards on her butt and heels until she ran into the wall beside the travel kiosk. Her eyes were wide with terror, fixated unblinkingly on the alien monstrosity as it took its sweet ass time lumbering towards her.

Even from behind, I could tell that the cruel alien fuck was toying with her. Joey’s asshole tactic had worked, Hannah’s would-be sacrifice had done its job; distracting the caveman alien while the rest of the group got away—only I was for damned sure not going to let that happen. 

I took the remaining 3 escalator stairs in one quick jump, landing on the ground with the gun already in my hand.

“HEY! YOU!” I cried, trying to draw the alien’s attention away from Hannah, hoping she’d get the idea and sneak away to safety while his back was turned. “Yeah, you heard me, Tall, Pale and Ugly! Why don’t you pick on somebody your own size? Or was the Jolly Green Giant already booked?” I was hoping my false bravado was masking my sheer terror. I wanted to sound tough and badass, have that alien fucker quaking in his boots before he ever laid eyes on me. Mad Max meets George Nada.

He whirled on me, hands curled into claws, teeth bared, blood still caked all over him like he was Carrie on prom night. “That’s right, fucker. I’m here for YOU!” I was really starting to get carried away with this whole ‘action hero’ bit, but I couldn’t exactly turn back now, could I? Not when a little girl’s life hung in the balance. A little girl I’d promised to take care of.

I raised the gun up in front of me like he was Dracula and I was Van Helsing, brandishing a cross or a little bottle of holy water. “You know what this is, tough guy?” I asked him in the most sarcastic, condescending tone I could muster. 

All that machismo must’ve done something, because the alien stopped in his tracks, relaxing his claw-like fingers and dropping his shoulders, his expression became something that almost looked like confusion. It was really rather comical on his big, ugly, misshapen face.

“Yeah, it’s real easy picking on little girls and dead security guards, huh? Well, come on then! Let’s see how you handle a real man!”

I was surprised to find that I actually did feel like the metaphorical ‘real man’. Maybe I was buying into my own hype, maybe the flood of chemicals in my brain had taken me on a rollercoaster ride to hell, or maybe I really was becoming some kind of action hero.

The alien seemed unsure of himself, but I didn’t think that would save me forever, or even really buy me that much time. I doubted he’d seen any human beings stand up to him. They’d probably all fled in terror before his might. I was different. I could see where that would confuse or maybe even bother him, but like I said before, I didn’t think it would last for very long.

Pale and Hulking took a step towards me, then another. I didn’t think, I just reacted. I hadn’t even realized what had happened until I felt the gun buck in my hand, heard the ringing in my ears, and saw a dime sized hole blossom on the alien’s upper left pectoral. Oh, man! Could you believe that aim? A heart shot on my very first try! I must be some kind of natural!

The shot must’ve hit something vital, judging by the thick, tarlike blood that started running down his torso in gooey rivulets. His eyes widened. He looked down at the wound in surprise before swiping his pale fingers through his own blood and holding them up for inspection. It was like he couldn’t believe what had happened, that he’d been wounded by this puny little food source with a little piece of metal he could’ve crushed to scrap in his fist. But he didn’t go down instantly, which is what I had been hoping for after I’d seen the hole appear over where his heart should be. Maybe these things didn’t have their hearts in the left side of their chests like us humans. Maybe their hearts were in their feet or something. It wasn’t like I had the time or the equipment, or even the knowledge to give these guys a medical evaluation, even if I had managed to take this one out. Leave that to the eggheads in Washington. Right now I just wanted to survive, grab Hannah, and get the fuck out of dodge. But the big fucker, even though he was displaying an injury that I was pretty sure would’ve been fatal on a human, didn’t appear to be going down any time soon. In fact, he took another step closer, his expression quickly shifting through surprise, confusion, something that might’ve been pain, and anger. Oh, shit.

I squeezed the trigger again, hoping against hope that I wasn’t out of bullets. The gun bucked in my hand. Once more, I’d demonstrated a remarkable ability to hit my target without even really aiming. Maybe it had something to do with the fact that these guys were so huge (like hitting the broad side of a barn?), maybe it was beginners’ luck, or maybe, just maybe, I was the second coming of John Fucking Wayne after all.

The pale flesh between the alien’s eyes seemed to disappear like a magic trick. Presto Change-o! Now you see it, now you don’t! In its place appeared a goopy looking black substance, speckled with greasy looking chunks of grayish stuff that slid down his bulbous nose and over his freakishly large lips. His eyes rolled back in his head, which had started to twitch like he was having some sort of small scale seizure. Less than ten feet away from me, the alien slime bucket fell to his knees, seconds before he crashed to the ground like a felled redwood. Score one for team Dirk!

I let out a cry of victory, throwing my fist in the air and pumping it as I jumped up and down. “Oh yeah!” I sing songed, no longer caring about noise in the wake of gunfire, “Who’s the man?” I let out a final triumphant shout of “Hannah, did you SEE that?!” as I turned to my damsel in distress, ready to sweep her into my arms and blow this pop-stand forever. 

Only Hannah wasn’t responding. She was still crouched up against the wall, curled into a protective little ball, and she wasn’t moving. Maybe the gunfire had been too much for her, combined with everything else? Maybe she’d fainted? I took a step towards her, dead alien and major victory already all but forgotten.

“Hannah?” I asked, in a smaller, almost timid voice. “Hannah?” I knelt down beside her, turning her chin up to face me. That’s when I noticed that the front of her shirt was soaked with blood. Her face was ashen, her lips deathly pale and slack.

I felt myself losing some of my control as I frantically felt her throat and wrists, checking for some sign of a pulse before giving up on that idea and holding my palm against her chest, hoping to feel some kind of movement, some faint breathing, but there was nothing. Just a tiny hole in her shirt about the size of a dime.

And blood. There was so much blood. How had that much blood come out of such a small hole in such a small person in such a small amount of time? It didn’t seem possible. It shouldn’t be possible.

It appeared that in my great berserker rage of heroic glory, I’d forgotten one important thing about bullets; they traveled through the things they hit, sometimes into whatever was beyond them. I knew it, of course. Dylan had been a great CSI junkie and we’d watched Grissom and crew dig spent lead out of many a wall in our time together, but action movies never seemed to take those physics into account unless it suited them. One of the bullets must’ve either gone right through the alien or else ricocheted off something and hit Hannah square in the chest. How about that trick shot, Annie Oakley? Was that one for the record books? Through a creepy ass fucked up alien and straight into a poor defenseless little girl? A little girl I’d only been down here in the first place trying to save? That’s right, two for one! I’d fucked up big time. And now Hannah had paid the price for it. My heart sank into my shoes. 

“Oh, Hannah.” I said, feeling tears well up in my eyes, obscuring my vision and making Hannah’s lifeless body appear momentarily doubled. “I’m so, so sorry.” Warm, salty liquid trails ran down my cheeks, much like the alien’s blood had run down his. A grim comparison.

“I was just trying to save you. I didn’t know what would happen.” My words sounded hollow even to my own ears. A little girl was dead and I was responsible and all I could come up with was “I didn’t know”? Poor Hannah. She wasn’t going to make it out of this nightmare now. She’d never go to prom, get married, or have kids. Her story ended here, cold and lifeless on the floor of a besieged airport, surrounded by me, the man who’d pulled the trigger, and a bunch of other corpses.

I brushed her cheek, much the same way I had Dylan’s, my finger leaving a smeary streak of her own blood on her pale, lifeless skin. It looked like Navajo war paint. I wiped the snot running down my upper lip with the same hand, probably leaving another smear of blood there like a gristly moustache. I didn’t care. A little girl was dead and it was all my fault. I was supposed to have saved her, god damn it! Where was Hannah’s happy ending? The one where we ride off into the sunset together and look into the rearview mirror just in time to see the airport get nuked? This wasn’t fucking fair. None of it. Not the attack on the airport, not Dylan’s death, and certainly not Hannah’s. Yet here I was, still alive and (physically) well, even with the blood of an innocent little girl literally on my hands. I didn’t belong here, standing upright, looking down on the body of someone I’d come to care about a great deal in just a few short minutes. She did. But there wasn’t a single goddamned thing I could’ve done about it. If I’d had the power to touch her and transfer my life force into her broken little body, I would’ve done it in a heartbeat. Unfortunately for both of us, it doesn’t work that way. Life isn’t given to the deserving or taken from the undeserving. It just is.

I could feel Hannah’s skin beginning to cool beneath my fingers. I’d been holding her head, trying to will air into her lungs, force her heart to start beating again by sheer force of wanting it, but it wasn’t working. Hannah was most definitely dead. 

I had to find her family once I made it out of this mess—if I made it out. Someone deserved to know that Hannah was here and what had happened to her. But what the hell would I say to someone who knew her? “Gee, sorry, I accidentally shot your daughter in the chest and left her body for aliens to nosh on.”? I didn’t think that would earn me anything but a bloody nose if I was lucky. I thought about trying to take her with me for a second, but dismissed the idea almost immediately. That was probably 70 or 80 pounds of dead weight, literally. That would be a lot to try and haul around while evading aliens and doing my best to get the fuck out of the airport in one piece. I couldn’t take that kind of hit to my mobility. Besides, would presenting Hannah’s parents with her dead body really be much better, all things considered? No, I’d just have to leave her there and hope her body remained relatively intact so they could recover it and she could have a decent burial once all this was over. Poor kid.

My eyes traveled down from Hannah’s still, lifeless face to the half heart pendant that hung around her neck. It struck me then that it looked almost like an upside down tear made of gold. Gingerly, I lifted it from her small throat, turning it over to peer into the face of the father who’d lost his little girl to my carelessness. I couldn’t make out much detail, though, as the picture was soaked with blood. I began rubbing it with my thumb in an effort to clear some of it off, and that’s when I heard them—a pair of alien howls erupting almost in unison. 

They were different than the howls I’d heard before, however. They sounded surprised, maybe even saddened. They carried none of the aggression or fury of the war cries that had erupted all over the airport during the initial onslaught. 

I shot a glance towards the source of the sound, back in the direction where the partially eaten corpse of a TSA agent lie behind a white particleboard podium. Two of the alien fuckers stood there staring right at the body of their fallen comrade. One of them was shorter than the other, but stockier. He had a clean shaven head, red tribal type tattoos emblazoned over his chest and down both arms, and wore only some kind of sturdy looking black loincloth. He carried a club that was easily 5 feet long with serrated metal blades sticking out of it at irregular intervals. It was his buddy that really worried me, however. He was wearing thick boots made from some type of shiny armor. A huge axe, easily capable of cleaving me in twain, hung at his side. His long white hair was still wet—undoubtedly from our previous encounter in the men’s room. 

They hadn’t seen me yet. The travel kiosk blocked their line of sight. They both looked around, sniffing. Their lack of notice gave me the element of surprise, that’s for sure, now if I could just figure out what to do with it. Every second that passed made it increasingly more likely that they’d see me and once that happened, I was pretty much done for. I could probably try taking a shot at them, but at best I’d only hit one of them, leaving the other to rip me to pieces once my cover had been blown. Or I could run as far and as fast as I could, all the while hoping not to run into any more of those things. Where would I go? I had no idea, but I decided my best option was probably to make a break for it, hoping that the few seconds’ worth of head start I’d get would be enough to save me.

I yanked Hannah’s necklace free and tucked it into my pocket. The same pocket where Dylan’s necklace lay coiled against my leg. My jeans were becoming something like a living graveyard full of necklaces of people I’d cared about. People that had died, at least in part, because of me. That was a morbid thought.

I barely had time for a muttered “Sorry.” as I shoved Hannah’s lifeless corpse aside and heaved myself upright, already breaking into a run before my feet had actually touched the ground. I still had no idea where I was going, but anywhere really was better than here.

The escalators were straight in front of me, but I decided against taking that option. I didn’t want to bring this kind of doom down upon the heads of the other survivors. Joey, maybe, but not Michael or Melissa. I had no way of knowing where they’d gone. I didn’t see them in the second or two I had to glance up as I ran by. I hoped they were safe. Selfishly, I hoped they hadn’t seen what had happened to Hannah. What I’d done to her.

Instead of going up, I ran between the escalators and made a bee line for the food court. It was probably my best bet, as I figured there would be plenty of places to hide and maybe even a few weapons in the form of knives or other food preparation tools. Speaking of weapons, I was surprised to find the gun still in my hand. After everything that had happened over the last few minutes, I’d sort of forgotten I was holding it. I thought about all those action movies I’d seen in which the hero turns back and fires behind him while running away from the bad guys. Ok, I thought, let’s give that a try. After all, my very first two shots had hit their marks pretty solidly, so why not? I didn’t want to risk turning around and running headlong into a wall or something, or tripping over a body or any of the other debris that littered the floor, so I decided to keep my attention in front of me. What’s the worst that could happen?

Still running full tilt to the sound of a pair of oversized carnivorous bullies hot on my tail, I reached my gun arm behind me and squeezed off a round. I think my shot must’ve gone wide because it didn’t appear to have had any effect whatsoever on the two douchebags behind me. My gun hand also hurt like hell all of a sudden. I didn’t remember any kind of pain anywhere but my eardrums with the first two shots I’d fired, so what was the deal? I had a momentary flash of all those cartoons where the gun someone is holding gets plugged up somehow and explodes in his face when he tries to fire it. Could that sort of thing really happen? I hoped not. I definitely could not afford to lose a few fingers (or worse) at this stage of the game.

Fearful of what I’d find, I swung my hand back around, noting that I was thankfully still clutching the gun—my only real weapon—in a death grip. 

It appeared that gun had gotten longer somehow? The top half of it, anyway. There was a bit of metal that had somehow appeared on the back of it and taken a small chunk out of the skin between my thumb and index finger. A little trickle of blood ran down the back of my hand. What the fuck? Now guns could fight back against their wielders? How had I never heard of this phenomenon before? I attributed that to my overall lack of knowledge regarding guns. But I’d worry about that later. Right now there were still two alien assholes behind me and I was pretty sure they were gaining ground.

Without pausing, I flung my arm back behind me and squeezed the trigger again and exactly nothing happened. Not even a click. The trigger hadn’t even moved. Was the gun empty? Had I damaged it somehow? I had no way of knowing and I didn’t want to be distracted while fleeing for my life, so I stuck the gun back into the waistband of my jeans and continued running towards the food court. I didn’t want to discard my only weapon if there was any chance it might still be useful.

 Distances are funny. Sometimes the comic book store three towns over seems like it might as well be next door while other times the end of the block feels like it might as well be the end of the universe. Right now, the food court felt like it was exactly three universes away, give or take a galaxy or two. I could see the bright orange plastic light above the frozen yogurt stand that marked the entrance, but it was like looking at some sort of strange optical illusion. It couldn’t really be as close as it appeared, could it? Not when I’d been running for what felt like hours and making hardly any progress.

Behind me, Captain Axe and his buddy were definitely not a universe away. I could hear the clamor of their breathing and this weird “whooshing” noise I figured was probably the sound of that axe ripping through the air much like it would rip through me any second now. There was no way I could win a footrace against these guys, but maybe I didn’t have to. Maybe I could outsmart them. After all, I had home field advantage, right? These fuckers knew nothing about Earthlings and our food courts. I was sure I could use this fact to my benefit. The question was how?

Beside the froyo place, just inside the food court proper, was a dinky chain sandwich shop, a larger chain pizza place, and a token Chinese establishment. There was a hallway next to that, directly across from the entrance I was heading towards, and next to the hallway was a taco stand, a roast beef hut... and a Thai restaurant.

I love Thai food. The spicier the better. In fact, I think that’s maybe why I love it—the fact that I can order my food so spicy it might take the paint off a car hood without anyone so much as raising an eyebrow. Dylan was always rolling his eyes at me and discouraging me from eating “more of that hot junk” as he put it—and who can really blame him? After all, he had to put up with the after effects. But maybe my love of all things face searing was really a blessing in disguise. I immediately recognized the bottles of red sauce with the bright green caps sitting on the counter in front of “Try My Thai Cuisine” as sriracha, that tastiest of hot sauces. If I could manage to get my hands on a bottle of that stuff before the aliens got their hands on me, I might be able to squirt a bunch of it in their faces. If the cards fell in my favor, it might work like mace; distracting them and causing pain and maybe even—god willing—temporary blindness. That might give me enough time to get away. It was certainly the best plan I’d come up with in the 26 seconds since I’d fled from the site of Hannah’s untimely death. And, after all, what did I have to lose?

I reached deep down inside myself to that place you hear marathoners and athletes sometimes talk about—that place of “Just a little bit more!” and my body responded with a burst of speed I hadn’t known I’d had in me. I bolted for the abandoned little Thai place with everything I had.

Unfortunately, as usual, fate had other plans. I had to change course at the last second due to a pile of corpses littering the floor of the main dining area. All those arms and legs and torsos lying around, not to mention the pools of blood and other fluids, would’ve made trying to cross even a few feet of ground like navigating a minefield. The last thing I needed was to slip in a puddle of something or trip on a cadaver and lose my footing.

So of course, that’s what happened anyway. 

I altered my planned trajectory, making a quick turn towards that mysterious hallway. I didn’t see any other plausible options and time was most definitely running out. Just as I passed the side entrances to the Chinese place and the taco stand, I felt the toe of my shoe catch on something, sending me sprawling forward with the momentum of my run. As I careened towards the tile floor, I glanced down to see a dark skinned arm clad in the orange and white striped uniform of the froyo stand. It was not attached to a body. 

The pair of aliens were right behind me now. I felt waves of heat baking off of them and smelled their rank, musky scent. 

I braced myself as I fell; arms out in front of me like they tell you never to do or else you’ll end up with broken wrists. It worked for me, however, and allowed me to scramble a few feet forward in a panic driven mad dash towards someplace to flee. I was expecting to feel the blade of that axe in my spine at any second, slicing through me like a hot knife through butter. I pictured Captain Axe grabbing one of the gory pieces and holding it up proudly like Scorpion declaring FATALITY amidst a fountain of blood. Instead of hearing the sound of my own flesh being torn asunder, I heard something else entirely. It sounded like “Urk!”

The sound was so unexpected I flipped over on my back to see what had made it. I figured I was dead anyway, why not face my demise head on? What did it matter now? Better to see it coming than be caught unaware. I tried not to wet myself and psyched myself up so I didn’t scream when I saw the axe coming—after all, I’d like to retain a little bit of dignity, even in death.

Captain Axe’s buddy was standing in the doorway, his enormous bulk blocking my view. Instead of rushing me, he just stood there, staring. His eyes were wide but his jaw was slack. A dark line appeared across his tree trunk-like throat. It looked like the invisible man had drawn a choker on him with a sharpie. I had a moment to think “What the fuck?” before his head tumbled from his shoulders and landed with a meaty sounding plop a foot away from me. Thick black sludge oozed from the stump. 

Just as the enormous white body began to tumble forward, I felt myself being yanked up off the ground by strong hands. Great, just perfect. Spared from imminent death by god knows what just to get eaten anyway? Figures.

Instead of one of the aliens, I found myself face-to-chin with a very attractive, young-ish looking man wearing a set of military fatigues. Salvation? Or was I already dead? Was this heaven? While my version of heaven would probably feature attractive young men, I doubted it would also feature the wrecked back kitchen of a food court. So I probably wasn’t dead. Maybe. 

“Thanks a lot, asshole,” the guy snarled. “Now they know we’re here!” 

Nope. Definitely not heaven.

He turned me around and shoved me from behind. “Move!” He propelled me towards another door out of the kitchen just as Captain Axe stepped over his fallen buddy and roared.

Military man paused to grab something from a nearby counter. It looked like four cans with aerosol spray tops duct taped together. He shoved the odd looking parcel into a microwave, slammed the door, and pressed a button. Then he was back to pushing me out of the kitchen again.

As we made it through the doorway and into some kind of pass through storage area, I heard a familiar series of three repeated beeps. I glanced over my shoulder just in time to see Captain Axe pick up the microwave, still plugged into the wall, and stare at it with an almost quizzical expression on his face seconds before it exploded.

The improvised time bomb hadn’t done much damage—not enough to be fatal, anyway. And I learned something: Axe Body Spray smells absolutely god awful when used as an incendiary device. 

Good ol’ Axe Face (now a hilarious pun!) roared as my savior shoved me through another doorway, yanking on some kind of cord that had been woven through the hinges and wrapped around the handle as he did. From the storage area we’d just vacated came an enormous racket as metal clanged and dishes shattered. Once again, I couldn’t resist looking back over my shoulder to get a glimpse of what lay behind us. 

The neat, organized shelves that had lined the walls just moments prior had all been knocked over, pulled towards the center of the room in a configuration that looked something like a big metal teepee. Dishes, cookware, pots and pans, and bits and pieces of other debris littered the floor around the heavy metal structures. I was betting the obstacle course that had just been created wouldn’t stop Captain Axe, who I could see snarling and growling in the opposite doorway with half his face singed and burnt away, but it would definitely slow him down. I was pretty sure that had been the point.

The man in green continued to shove me along a narrow hallway until we came to another door. This one was wider and painted white, with a food safety poster stuck to it announcing the temperatures that various meats should be cooked to in bold red typeface. My rescuer held me back, putting his finger to his lips in the universal gesture for “Stay the fuck quiet”. I complied.

Military man grabbed a small silver pistol from a holster at his side and leaned against the door, listening for a second or two before pushing it open with his back and darting through, gun at the ready, just like I’d hoped to look when I was running around trying to be all badass. This guy made me realize how silly and juvenile I must’ve seemed by comparison. Here was a real action star, deserving of his own series of movies and merchandising. Thank god. All we needed was a kickass soundtrack, heavy on the bass, and maybe a token floozy or two to round the party out. Then we’d be summer blockbuster material.

The seconds ticked by as I waited for him to reappear. I’d long since finished plotting out our first film, complete with massive explosions and badass fight choreography, and had started to worry that maybe he’d abandoned me. After all, I was the idiot who’d run in and sprung all his clever little booby traps, announcing to the aliens exactly where we were. It was like I’d basted myself in gravy and rung a damned dinner bell or something. I could see why he’d want to ditch me. Hell, I probably would’ve just shot me and gotten it over with if I were in his shoes. But I hoped that wasn’t the case.

After what felt like hours, the door opened slowly and he reappeared. I let out the breath I’d been holding, some of the tension draining from me. I wasn’t sure what I would’ve done if it had been one of those big ass ugly aliens on the other side of that door, but thankfully I wouldn’t have to find out. 

He looked at me pointedly and took a step backwards. He tilted his head toward the left twice in quick succession, and held the door for me. Feeling like the dim witted child of the group, I stepped through it and into a long white hallway that was obviously part of the inner workings of the airport. There were bulletin boards on the walls announcing promotions, birthdays, and service anniversaries, all with colorful clip art and pictures of smiling, happy people—most of whom were probably dead within a few hundred feet of here.

 Stuck up on some of the other walls were posters with OSHA information, important contact numbers, and a flyer for the employee Christmas party the next night that featured a cheery looking Santa Claus holding a sack full of presents against a snowy backdrop. For some reason, that one stung the most. All those poor people would never see another holiday, never share another meal with their loved ones, never open another present, even if it was just another ugly sweater from Aunt Sadie.

Military man glared at me impatiently, one eyebrow raised, arms folded across his chest as he mimed the gesture of tapping one foot on the ground in an overly exaggerated fashion. I got the picture and hurried along after him, deeper down the hallway and towards a destination I wasn’t sure of. One thing I was sure of was that I was definitely better off following this guy than I’d have been on my own. He obviously had training of some sort, plus at least one other gun. And he seemed like the type that might be able to figure out whatever was wrong with my gun and fix it.

Taking a cue from him, I kept as quiet as I could. After passing half a dozen doors that presumably lead to some kind of offices, the man in green stopped at one in particular. He knelt down next to the door (so his shadow didn’t fall on the opaque glass window, I guessed) and listened for a moment before turning the knob and sneaking inside.

I stood outside and tried to act casual, again not sure what I’d do if an alien were to suddenly appear. There was probably a reason why we were being so quiet. I wondered if it was an extreme amount of caution or if maybe my action hero costar had seen something when he’d swept this hallway earlier. If he had found an alien, surely he wouldn’t leave me out here all by myself on the off chance it came by, right? Or maybe he was using me as bait to lure the alien into another of his traps? Or maybe he really was going to abandon me out here. That one seemed like a bit of a long shot, seeing as how he’d come back for me the first time on top of pushing me out of the kitchen in to begin with. He could’ve just left me there to die, after all. 

After another eternity that probably amounted to no more than two or three minutes, the door opened again and a green clad arm poked out and gestured for me to step inside. For some odd reason, I was reminded of being summoned to the Principal’s office in grade school. I shook that weirdness away and stepped through the door.

It even looked like a Principal’s office, albeit an especially small and cramped one. There was a particleboard desk in the center of the room, a gray plastic waste bin resting beside it. On the wall behind the desk was the biggest cliché of them all; a poster depicting a little orange kitten clinging to a tree branch with the words “Hang in there, baby!” splashed across it in yellow comic sans. There was a beige metal filing cabinet in one corner and a big silk plant in the other. The wall behind the filing cabinet also held a narrow white door—a coat closet, perhaps? 

I glanced up to see my rescuer once again staring at me like I was some kind of especially slow toddler. “You can check out the scenery later. Right now, help me barricade the door.”

Smiling sheepishly, I squeezed between the filing cabinet and the desk. Together we managed to move the furniture in front of the door in relative silence, despite it being a whole lot heavier than it looked. Once that had been accomplished, the man in green seemed to relax a bit, and holstered the small silver pistol. I followed his lead and leaned against the wall beside the door, letting my breath out in a sigh that was equal parts relief, frustration and anxiety.

I looked over at my hero, who seemed to be sizing me up himself. He had close cropped hair that was either dark blonde or light brown. Military haircuts often made it hard to judge hair color accurately. His big blue eyes were expressive and wide, surrounded by twin webs of fine wrinkles. He was older than I’d initially pegged him as, due to his boyish features and those big eyes. His skin had the rough look of someone who’d spent too much time in the sun, which made sense given the uniform. He’d probably just arrived home after a tour of duty in some far away desert. Great timing. He took a step towards me and reached for the front of my pants. Maybe this really was heaven after all! But no. He grabbed the gun from my waistband while making the same sort of face you’d make while taking a machete from a three year old, though I could hardly blame him, given the way I’d been acting over the ten minutes or so since making his acquaintance.

He did something to the gun that made a part of it fall out the bottom. He looked at this piece appraisingly before slapping it back in, then doing something else to the gun that made the upper half shrink again with a resounding clack. He nodded before turning the gun around and handing it back to me.

“Don’t stick a gun down your pants unless you want to shoot your nuts off.” 

“Maybe you should hang onto that.” I said, raising my hands in mock surrender.

He shrugged, tucking the gun into a pocket. “Suit yourself. It’s empty, anyway. I don’t suppose you have any more rounds for this thing?”

“Sorry. It’s not actually my gun. I took it off a dead security guard.”

“I’d believe that.” he said. I noticed the name ROBERTS emblazoned over his breast. “But you made it this far. That’s something.” 

I smiled. “Thanks, uh, Roberts. And thanks for saving me back there. If you hadn’t come along, I’d probably be dead right now.”

Roberts extended his hand, also smiling despite all we’d been through, “Call me John.” he said. “And you are?”

I debated giving him any one of a dozen cooler sounding names, but in the end I went with my own.

“I’m Dirk.” I said, shaking his hand, “Dirk Bradley.”

“Well, Dirk Bradley,” John grinned, “What do you say we get out of this stinking airport and get some fresh air?”

I looked at him incredulously for a moment before agreeing wholeheartedly. I didn’t know what he had planned, but I didn’t exactly care. It wasn’t like there were other ruggedly handsome military men with weapons and training asking me to join their teams, after all. 

“Sounds good to me.” I said, perhaps a little too enthusiastically.

John opened the narrow door in the corner, revealing a set of worn metal bars bolted to the wall. Then he began climbing.

I leaned against the doorjamb and looked up, waiting for John to give me the all clear signal. He was five rungs up, leaning against the wall. He forced what looked like a metal door handle with a swift motion and shoved the square hatch in the ceiling upwards and suddenly there was sunshine and the icy chill of winter in Illinois. I inhaled deeply, ignoring the smells of smoke and burning fuel that permeated the air. I took a few breaths, savoring the feeling of air that hadn’t been run through condensers and trapped in a building with dead people without circulation since the power had gone out. The cold felt surprisingly good on my skin. Usually I was a total wuss when it came to temperatures, but right now the slight sting on my face felt like an early Christmas present. Part of me wanted that moment to last forever.

When I looked up again, John was nowhere to be seen. I fidgeted for a long moment, wondering whether it would be better to go after my new friend or wait where I was for some kind of sign or something saying everything was okay up there. In the end, I chose the ladder. Progress is better than stagnation, I reasoned. And I desperately wanted more of that air, maybe even a nice breeze on my skin.

I climbed slowly, stopping to swing the access door shut behind me before continuing up. I don’t know why I did that, except maybe the hope of covering our tracks in case someone should stumble on our barricaded office. 

I paused when I reached the top rung. Maybe John had gone out to investigate, but maybe something had taken him the rest of the way. Why had I gotten so lost in the simple act of breathing? Really, Dirk? Someone comes to save your ass from the goddamned apocalypse and you let him get eaten so you can enjoy an impromptu Pranayama session? Again I was stuck in the position of not being quite sure what to do with myself. Should I climb up on my own and see if he needed help of some kind? Wait here for him to drag me along like a slow witted little kid again? What would I even do if I poked my head out only to find the man who’d saved me being ripped apart by big ugly aliens?

Not be a fucking coward, that’s what. I took one more deep breath, inhaling that wonderful, toxin laced air and then stuck my head out.

John was standing with his back to me, staring out at what remained of the Chicago skyline. I couldn’t see much from my relatively low vantage point, but what I could see left me stricken.

The Sears Tower was a smoking ruin. The upper stories appeared to have been completely destroyed. The John Hancock building hadn’t fared much better. All around it, plumes of greasy looking smoke rose into the sky like sinuous black snakes. There went the hope that this nightmare was isolated to O’Hare.

I pulled myself onto the roof and went to stand with John, looking out over the destruction of the place we’d called home. I noticed that John’s fists were clenched tightly at his sides. As I got closer, I saw a single tear sliding down his cheek.

“Wow.” I muttered. I couldn’t think of anything better to say. What was there to say, really? Everything we as a species believed scientifically had been called into question by the arrival of extraterrestrials that most definitely had not come in peace. Civilization itself had changed. We’d lost our coveted spot at the top of the food chain in a single morning. Thousands, if not millions, of lives had been lost, crushed beneath the heels of an enemy we couldn’t even identify, let alone hope to overcome. Sure, John and I had technically made it out of the airport but what good had that done us? All along, I’d been hoping that some kind of massive SWAT Team/Military effort had been assembling outside, waiting for some special task force or a call from the President or something to mobilize and bust in, guns blazing, to save the day. Now, looking around at the devastation that spread as far as the eye could see, I knew that had been a foolish daydream.

“We can’t let them get away with this.” John’s voice was choked with emotion. I briefly worried about PTSD or some kind of warzone flashbacks or something, but that didn’t really matter now, did it? This was a warzone. The city, if not the country, maybe even the entire Earth, had been overtaken by hostile invaders bent on terrifying purposes against our moral fabric and our very ideals. We were standing in the middle of the most hellish battleground I’d ever dared contemplate. Not to belittle other wars, but usually the enemy at least had something in common with our guys—physiology at minimum. Not so with these foes. Hell, I didn’t even know what to call them, let alone where they came from or what their weaknesses might be. Well, outside of getting crushed to death, shot in the head, or beheaded, that is.

“What... what are we going to do?” I asked, not sure I wanted to hear the answer. 

John turned to me, tear streaks running down his cheeks like war paint. He slammed a fist into the other hand, looking every bit the vengeful John Rambo plotting his first strike. All he needed was a cloth headband. For a split second I debated making him one, but I thought better of it almost instantly.

 “We fight back.” A look of stark determination pulled his features taught. He stalked towards the other end of the building, the side that faced the tarmac, and left me staring after him. After a second, I followed.

“Wait, what?” I hurried to catch up. “Us? Fight those things? Dude, are you out of your mind? If we want to survive we should get out of here and get help or something!”

“Help? Who’s gonna help us? The police? The National Guard? Look around, Dirk. If anyone was coming, they’d be here by now.” I hated to admit it, but he had a point. I listened for the sound of sirens in the distance, ears straining to pick up even the faintest alarm, but I heard nothing. Nothing at all. That actually scared me more than anything else had that day—the complete and total silence that was starting to feel suffocating. Normally there would be traffic, car horns, airplanes, maybe helicopters. People yelling at one another because a taxi was taking up a loading zone while waiting for his next fare. Birds. Thumping bass from stereos installed in cars that didn’t cost as much as a single speaker. But there was none of that now. Nothing. The silence was complete, and it was deafening. How many living, breathing human beings were left? Could it possibly be just us two? God, I hoped not.

“So what do you intend to do? Run in there, guns blazing and launch a two man assault force?” My voice rose in pitch, becoming shrill. “Even if we managed to take a few of them out, we’d be dead before most of them even noticed.”

“You got kids?” he asked. I shook my head, wincing internally at the image of Hannah that rose in my mind unbidden. “Family out there, somewhere?” I thought of my poor Dylan and again shook my head. I swallowed hard, having a feeling I knew where this was going.

“Well I do, ok? I’ve got a daughter and an ex-wife I still love out there.” He nodded towards the ruins of Chicago, black columns of smoke and burned out buildings against a snowy gray backdrop. “I can’t just let those things win without a fight. I have to do something. You don’t have to come with me if you don’t want to, I understand if you don’t, but I have to do this.” 

I swallowed. The conviction in his words was powerful. This was the kind of man who seemed destined to rally troops. A natural born leader. Still, I wasn’t exactly a soldier and I did want to make it out of here relatively intact. To what, I wasn’t sure, but I was willing to take things one step at a time. Confronting those alien fuckwads seemed like one step. Period.

“Do what?” I asked him, starting to feel desperate but also conflicted. “Do you have a plan of some kind or are you just going to go kamikaze on their asses?” John turned back towards the tarmac. “Yeah,” he said, sounding confident and smirking in a way that sent shivers down my spine. “I got a plan.”




*     *     *




“Hold on a second, let me get this straight!” I cried, incredulous. “You want to blow up the terminal?!” 

John was hunched over the evacuation map I’d given him, circling things here and there with a worn out old nub of a pencil he’d taken from somewhere, probably that desk we’d moved to block the door. I stalked around behind him, gesturing wildly.

“What?” He looked up at me with an annoyed expression. “You got a better idea?”

“Well, no, but I’m not exactly keen on this whole ‘take down the aliens’ scheme you’ve been hatching. I still think we should scrap this whole idea and head for the hills. How exactly do you plan on blowing up enough of this airport to take a good number of those fuckers out, without killing either of us in the process?”

John’s face grew even more somber. He pointed to one of the locations he’d circled on the map, a tiny square that barely fit within the margins of the page, then raised his hand to point at a decent sized metal shed set back from the tarmac but within the airport fences. I hadn’t even noticed it before.

“That’s a maintenance shed.” he said. “I know December isn’t exactly prime landscaping season, but with any luck, there should be some fertilizer in there.”

“Uh huh?” I asked, not really following him. “And we’re going to plant something to kill the aliens?” Maybe John had suffered a break with reality. Perfect. Trapped in the middle of goddamned Armageddon with a crazy man bent on some kind of gardening related suicide mission.

“No!” John sighed, rolling his eyes. “We’re going to use it to make a bomb.”

“Oh.” I said. “Right.” Like I’d known all along that fertilizer could be used to make bombs. I glanced at the maintenance shed. It was a fairly unassuming building made from sheets of metal and it stood somewhere around football field or so away from us, give or take. While there didn’t seem to be much in the way of alien activity outside, being completely exposed for long enough to get there and back while hauling around sacks of fertilizer was a daunting idea at best. “So we make our way over there and get some fertilizer out of the shed, assuming of course that there is actually fertilizer in that shed to begin with. Then what?” I was trying to point out the flaws in John’s plan. At least, that’s what I told myself I was doing. The truth was actually closer to making excuses to avoid doing something I really didn’t want to be a part of to begin with.

John pointed at an open access way almost directly beneath us. “There should be diesel for the plows and pulley trucks in there, along with propane tanks to power the forklifts. You put those three things together, hook up some kind of detonator and ... BOOM!” He held his hands out, expanding them rapidly to pantomime an explosion. I eyed him skeptically.

“So you’re some kind of demolitions expert, then?” John’s eyes narrowed as he glared at me. “Something like that.” I flinched under his steely gaze. I was starting to get the feeling that he wasn’t fond of the way I kept poking holes in things so I prepared for one last all out debate winning question. It was all or nothing time.

“So if we can get all of those components together—and that’s one hell of a big if—how do we bring all the aliens together in one place? You got a plan for that one, Einstein?”

John paused, looking away from me and chewing his knuckle. “I’ll think of something.”

Finally a question he didn’t have an answer for! Maybe he’d scrap this whole reckless plan of his now that I’d found a major problem with it. Victory! So why didn’t I feel victorious?

I bit my lip as I watched him stare off into the distance. I almost felt bad for putting a damper on his ‘brilliant plan’, even though I thought it was more likely to kill the two of us than any of the aliens. I stuck my hands in my pockets, feeling the pair of necklaces that resided there. I thought of Dylan, my Dylan. Those alien fucks had taken him away from me far too soon. I thought about his body, lying there, abandoned and alone... and then I considered the possibility that maybe those bastards hadn’t just left him in peace. My blood began to boil at the thought of what they might’ve done to him, carving up his flesh for snacks or souvenirs. No, John was right. We had to do something. Even if our chances of actually defeating the invaders were less than none, we had to fight back. It really would be better to die like a man than like a coward, hiding or running away in fear.

John sat on the tarred roof, his back to the raised platform of a skylight, his breath coming out in puffs of white mist. I plopped down next to him, wishing not for the first time that I’d worn something more substantial than my leather jacket.

“I’m in.” I said. John looked up, surprised. “And I think I know how we can corral a bunch of those bastards into one place, too.” John’s face lit up like a kid on Christmas morning. “Yeah?” he asked excitedly, twisting around to fetch the evacuation map, “Let’s hear it!”

I paused for what I hoped was dramatic effect. “I don’t think those things see very well.” I said, “I think they hunt or whatever mostly by sound.” Now it was John’s turn to look dubious. 

“Okay...” he started, “How’d you piece that one together?” I licked my lips. All of a sudden I felt nervous and dry mouthed, like I was giving a report in front of the class or something.

“I was within a few feet of that pair you saved me from and they didn’t seem to notice me at all until I made noise when I, um, escaped.” John seemed to chew on that for a second. I knew there were a lot of other conclusions one could’ve drawn from that particular interaction with our pale enemies, but for some reason this one just felt right somehow. 

“Alright, let’s say you’re onto something with that theory. How do we use that to our advantage?”

“Well, security guards in places like this usually have golf carts or something to get around with in a hurry, right? And they’ve usually got walkie talkies and bull horns and things, too.” A slow smile spread across John’s face as he realized where I was headed. 

“Oh, I like it.” He stood up and pulled me to my feet. “Dirk, let’s go blow up some aliens!”

Getting onto the tarmac was a lot easier than I had initially feared. I was worried we’d have to choose between going back the way we came and out through the airport or jumping from where we were. I was pretty sure I knew what John would vote for. As it turns out, there was a conveniently placed ladder built right into the side of the building. All we had to do was climb down it without plummeting to our respective deaths. Well, I had to worry about that, anyway. As the guy with the least amount of combat training, I was prepared to handle the short end of the stick as far as actual fighting went. What I hadn’t immediately realized was that John was more competent than I was in more ways than one. He was quick and agile and in much better shape. I’m not exactly chunky, but I could get a sense of how muscular John was through the fatigues he was wearing. That was only slightly intimidating. I watched him descend the ladder with almost practiced ease and the grace of a puma. I paced anxiously at the top, waiting for my turn and hoping that John would remain nearby in case he had to catch me or at least break my fall or something.

Thankfully, although a few inches of snow had fallen, it was the dry powdery kind that blows around in drifts rather than the heavy wet stuff that collects everywhere and freezes solid. That meant that there wasn’t much in the way of ice or frost on the ladder. Unfortunately, it was winter and I didn’t have any gloves. If my hands didn’t stick to the metal rungs, they’d at the very least be numb and achy by the time I made it to the ground.

The sound of a rock pinging off the roof next to me got my attention. John had made it to the ground and was staring up at me, arms raised in a “What are you waiting for?” kind of gesture.

Ok, Dirk. Time to man up and get down that ladder.

It was cold and unpleasant, but not as bad as I’d feared. My hands didn’t stick to the frigid metal once. John passed me a small orange object he’d been clutching as I reached the bottom. I took it gratefully once I realized what it was—a chemical hand warmer packet. This guy came prepared for anything!

We tucked in against the side of the building and examined our surroundings. The maintenance shed was closer than it had appeared from up on the roof. Maybe only three quarters of a football field away. Still, it might as well have been miles, given the danger we’d be facing running out there, exposed and vulnerable, to clang open a set of noisy looking sheet metal doors and dig around for bags of fertilizer that might not even be there to begin with. I sighed, shoving my hands into my jacket pockets while still clutching the hand warmer. John was staring intently at the maintenance shed, probably calculating distance or wind velocity or something. I happened to glance over to my right towards that access way we’d seen from above. What I saw there brought a smile to my freezing lips. I elbowed John to get his attention and pointed at the object of my interest—a baggage cart with a four wheeled trailer attached.

John clapped me on the shoulder and dashed for the vehicle. I swallowed and went after him. 

It crossed my mind that perhaps John wouldn’t be able to get the thing started, but I figured he could probably hotwire it if the need arose. As it turns out, though, the keys were hanging from a neat little board on the wall not five feet away. Fate was conspiring with us this time, or so it seemed anyway. I still had my doubts.

John grabbed the keys and hopped into the drivers’ seat. He gestured to the passenger seat, which I slunk into. I eyed the surrounding area warily as John turned the key in the ignition and started the beast up. There were no signs of slaughter here, but no people either.

“This is great,” John exclaimed. “We’ll be able to carry all the fertilizer in one trip!”

“Carry it where?”

“Oh, no you don’t! Not this time! I’m one step ahead of you!” John’s tone seemed jovial enough, but I sensed a twinge of underlying malice. Perhaps I was being paranoid and reading too much into things, but I got the feeling I’d better start acting more gung-ho about this whole “blow up the airport” scheme. Gee, to think, mere hours ago saying that sort of thing out loud would’ve gotten me arrested. Well, I had agreed to be part of this, after all. Resigned, I looked towards where John was pointing.

An airplane sat on the tarmac several hundred feet away from us. It seemed to be intact. It wasn’t one of the jumbo jets that I’d seen crash as this whole nightmare got started, but something smaller. It didn’t bear any giant corporate logos, only a single gold stripe down its sides. Both of the emergency chute/life raft ramp things had been extended and stuck out from the doors on the side of the plane like giant yellow tongues. Its nose was already pointed straight at the wrecked airport.

“Ah, makeshift bomb assembly plant! Got it!” I grinned, throwing an over eager thumbs up at my coconspirator. 

“Ah, no.” John turned towards the plane, a look of admiration in his eyes, “A makeshift bomb.”

“Ok, you lost me.” 

“It’s simple. We assemble all the ingredients for making the bomb in the nosecone of the plane. I rig up a pressure sensitive detonator, then we crash the whole shebang into the terminal. Once you’ve lured all the aliens into it, of course.”

I stared at the plane appraisingly for a moment. I really had no idea if what he was suggesting would actually work, but he seemed pretty damned sure of himself. And if he really could build a bomb big enough to do that kind of damage with stuff we could get our hands on, then using an airplane as our delivery system actually seemed like a startlingly brilliant idea. Maybe this really would work after all. We’d be heroes! I could see it in my mind’s eye, the two of us splashed across the front page of the New York Times, right below a headline that proclaimed “The Men Who Saved Chicago!” Only for that to actually happen, there’d have to be a Chicago left to save.

“Okay,” I said. “Where do we start?”

Jimmying open the locked maintenance shed proved to be no more of a problem for John than popping open the roof hatch had been. Within seconds and aided only by a screwdriver we’d found in the baggage cart, he had popped the padlock off the doors and made his way inside. We found what we needed up against the back wall: fifty-pound bags of fertilizer stacked ten feet high. I dragged them one by one, heaving them onto the waiting cart, while John slung two of them over each shoulder.

Once we’d finished, I stopped to catch my breath, leaning against the shed door and wheezing like an old pug.

John had been wrong about the location of the other supplies we needed. Just behind the shed was a small fenced off area containing a big propane refilling tank and about a dozen little white tanks like the kind used for grills. I watched as he grabbed the tanks two at a time and jogged back and forth to the cart with them. Then my eyes drifted back up to the airport. Most of the glass had been shattered, leaving huge portions of the building completely open to the elements. There were cargo van sized holes and craters here and there, scattered across the airport and the surrounding area (including the tarmac we stood on) like chocolate chips in the world’s largest, most unappetizing cookie. Small fires burned in some places, sending smoky gray columns of various sizes up into the sky. On the other side of the terminal facing us, I could just make out the wreckage of the plane Dylan and I had watched crash earlier. The debris still smoldered. Here and there amidst the broken glass, furniture, and structures I could make out shapes I assumed were probably bodies. Now and again I caught a flicker or a flash of white darting past my field of vision, somewhere in the depths of the shadowy airport. I didn’t hear any howls or roars or anything, but that didn’t mean they hadn’t seen us. I wanted to get out of here, and soon. Standing in the open like this just made me feel too exposed. Better to be moving. Doing something. Making progress on the bomb building so we could blow this pop stand. Literally.

“I think we should get going,” I said as he loaded the last propane tank onto the back of the trailer. 

“You see something?” He scanned the scenery, hand going instinctively to his gun.

“Uh, no, I uh... I just don’t think we should take any chances.” 

“You’re right.” He climbed into the drivers’ seat and started the baggage cart.

John kept his eyes on the road, swerving to avoid debris. “You see a diesel station anywhere?” 

“Um, what would one look like?”

“Like a pump you’d see at a gas station. Probably just one, maybe two, off by itself.”

 “Yeah! I saw a gas pump looking thing over there, past that plane wreck.” I pointed in the direction of a burned out hulk that had once been an airplane. I wondered fleetingly how many people had been onboard when it had crashed.

“You’re a lifesaver, buddy!” John turned the wheel in that direction, curving the ware laden vehicle around the body of a ground control crew member. His head was missing and his bright green vest was soaked with blood.

When we got to the little gas pump, we found several five-gallon containers of diesel, already filled and capped off. There was a little metal stool beside the pump. It had been knocked on its side in a pool of blood. There was no other sign of what might’ve happened to the employee who’d filled the cans. I found that unnerving at best.

John shoehorned the containers into the front of the vehicle. It was a tight fit, and damned uncomfortable, but it worked. As a bonus, the strong smell of diesel overwhelmed the just slightly weaker smell of fertilizer I’d been choking on. Sometimes it really was the little things.

On the way back to the plane, John stopped next to one of those stairs-with-wheels contraptions and somehow managed to secure it to the back of the trailer. We hadn’t exactly been stealthy before, but now with that metal contraption being dragged along behind us, I think they probably heard us in Cleveland. I was tense the entirety of the short ride back to the plane. I kept looking over my shoulder, expecting to see a pack of aliens chasing after us.

John whipped out a black knife and began hacking at the yellow evacuation slide. I stood watch. It’s the task I seemed best suited to. Once in a while, I’d pause in my surveillance of the area to watch John as he efficiently did away with the giant safety device blocking our entrance into the plane. At one point he bent over to free a piece of strapping and his dog tags fell forward, exposing something that made my eyes widen.

On the same silver chain as the tags was a little gold charm shaped like an upside down tear.

My lungs suddenly felt like they were made of cement. No. This simply wasn’t possible. John couldn’t be Hannah’s father.

I cleared my throat, hoping to high heaven that my voice sounded normal. “Hey, I think I should probably go get started on luring those bastards into Terminal D. Don’t you?”

John looked up at me, his face unreadable. “You really want to split up? Go off by yourself?”

“Yeah.” I scratched the back of my head. “I just, I think it would be more efficient this way.”

John stood up, sliding the knife back into his belt sheath. He reached for his gun with the other hand. Oh fuck. He knew. How did he know? Shit.

I was trying to make up my mind about whether or not to bolt when John handed me the weapon.

“Be careful, okay?” 

I gripped the gun tightly, holding it to my side. I nodded as I turned away, unable to look him in the eye. It took an incredible amount of will to keep myself from running away from him. I forced myself to walk at a somewhat normal pace back towards the airport.

I looked back over my shoulder just before ducking inside. John was busy hauling sacks of fertilizer up the portable staircase. What the hell was I going to tell him? Could I tell him anything? How do you even bring something like that up? It might not have been so bad if he’d known she was here... although, let’s be honest, telling someone you shot their kid is never going to be well received... but he had no clue. She said it herself; she got a friend to bring her to the airport to surprise her dad. What a sweet, thoughtful gesture. And she’d wound up dead for it. Although he might’ve been expecting her to be dead anyway. After all, the city was in ruins. Even if she hadn’t come to the airport, there’s a good chance she’d still have died. None of that seemed to make it any better, or make the prospect of telling John what I’d done any easier to stomach, though.

I crept into the access way where we’d found the baggage cart. It was still quiet, but I wasn’t taking any chances. I held John’s silver pistol at the ready. I wished he’d shown me how to use it. I wished I’d had the guts to ask.

“Spineless, Dirk.” I chided myself in a hushed whisper.

Deeper in the open room was a little office under a set of corrugated metal stairs, which led to a catwalk overhead and a door. If I had my bearings straight, and I thought I did, the door at the top of the stairs would lead me to Terminal A, which was on the other side of the food court and past the shopping pavilion from Terminal D, which was my ultimate destination. To get there, I’d have to go back the way I’d come through the “International Atrium” and face the place I was when all of this began. Somewhere along the way I’d have to find a security office or something along those lines to obtain the necessary items to carry out my brilliant plan; the golf cart, walkie talkies, and bullhorn.

Unfortunately, there wasn’t any kind of indication on the evacuation map where a TSA office or guard outpost might be. While I could rule out a couple of places, I’d have to do more exploring than I felt comfortable with. Hopefully fate would remain on my side, despite the karmic blow I’d dealt myself by ducking out instead of fessing up to my new found friend that I’d killed his daughter, however inadvertently.

I paused before opening the door, listening for a moment as John had done outside the kitchen. I didn’t hear anything, but I suppose that didn’t mean much. Maybe the door was thick, even soundproofed, to prevent the noises of loud equipment and whatnot from getting through. Maybe the aliens had wised up and were waiting for me on the other side. Maybe I just needed to man the fuck up and grow a pair.

Cautiously, I opened the door and peered around the narrow, dimly lit hallway. The door across from me read AIRPORT SECURITY in big block letters.

It was locked, of course, but I wasn’t going to let that stop me. It wouldn’t have stopped John, after all. I’d seen that at the shed. I used the gun like a hammer to shatter the glass. Then I unlocked the door and made my way inside. The lights were out. There was a set of three standard looking chairs and a coat rack flanking the door. Directly across from it was a desk with a tall bullet proof glass partition with a little slot cut out of it for passing things through. There was a black nameplate stuck to the glass. It read “Sgt. Franks”. The glass was splashed with blood.

Readying my gun, I took a few cautious steps towards the door beside the desk. It stood open a few inches. There were papers and shards of a ceramic mug on the floor, both covered in a drying brown liquid I assumed was probably coffee. I nudged the door open and pushed past it, scanning the area. There were three other, smaller desks behind the partition. Similar black nameplates proclaimed the owners as “Ofc. Dawson”, “Ofc. Samuels” and “Ofc. Gonzalez”. Dawson and Gonzalez had cluttered desks, covered in the sort of things people accumulate when they work somewhere for a while; knickknacks, pictures, piles of papers and multiple souvenir mugs. I avoided looking too closely at the desk belonging to the late Officer Gonzalez. I didn’t think I could stomach seeing more dead people’s loved ones. Samuels’ desk, on the other hand, was almost bare, save for a single frame containing a photograph I didn’t want to see.

I soon spotted the source of the blood that had been spattered on the glass up front. Sergeant Franks himself slouched behind the desk, just out of view for anyone on the other side. He had a cell phone in one hand and a gun in the other. Dimly, I wondered if he’d been trying to call someone or if someone had called him. The top of his head was missing. 

I was kneeling down to grab his gun when I heard a rustling sound behind me. Panicking, I whirled around. 

A woman was curled into the fetal position in the corner behind the desks. Her eyes were wide with terror, her mouth contorted in silent sobs. I raised the gun, aiming it at the ceiling and took a step towards her. She wore the same blue polyester uniform Gonzalez had been wearing. Her brown hair was pulled back into a ponytail or a bun, but errant wisps stuck out around her face, some matted to her cheeks with tears and snot. 

At my approach, the woman flinched, cringing back into the corner and making more of those horrible silent sobs.

“It’s okay,” I soothed, “I’m one of the good guys.” 

She stared up at me with eyes like saucers, eyes long since emptied of tears. Her lower lip trembled pitifully but the sobs subsided. I knelt down a few feet away from her and placed the gun on the floor beside me in what I hoped was a gesture that showed I meant her no harm.

“What’s your name?” I asked, hoping to calm her down a bit.

“What the fuck is happening?” She cried in a broken voice that faded into more sobs.

How was I supposed to answer that? “A race of hostile aliens is killing everyone in sight and eating the corpses like Sunday dinner?” I decided that part was best left unsaid.

“I don’t know,” I replied, “But I don’t think you should stay here.” 

The traumatized officer’s only response was more silent sobbing.

“Look,” I said, “You’re an officer of the law, a protector of the people. There are people out there right now that need your protection. You can’t just hide away in this dark office waiting for things to go back to normal. You have to get up and do something. You have to leave this airport. Now.”

She seemed stricken at that, looking at me with a wounded expression. “They didn’t prepare me for anything like this to happen. I’ve only been on the job for a week!”

I looked over my shoulder at the three workspaces behind us. Given the shininess of the nameplate and the relatively empty desk, I made a guess.

“Officer Samuels? Is that your name?” 

She nodded. 

“Okay, Officer Samuels. I need you to help me with something. Can you do that?”

She looked uncertain for a second, but she slowly sat up, uncurling from her protective ball. Then she wiped her cheeks with the back of her hands and nodded.

“Do you guys use golf carts or something to get around the airport?” 

Samuels nodded and choked, then cleared her throat and tried again to speak. “Y-yeah. We have two of them in the room next door.”

“That’s good. Do you have walkie talkies?” 

She nodded again, gesturing toward what I had earlier assumed was a closet. “All the communications stuff is in there.”

“Thank you.” I picked up my gun and stood. “I have to go now. Someone is counting on me. But I need you to do one more thing for me. You have to get out of this airport. Now. Bad things are going to happen. Well, worse I mean. Go through the access way in the hall and out across the tarmac. Find a way through the fence somewhere.”

“Where should I go?” 

“I don’t know,” I said. “But you need to be away from here. My friend and I are going to blow up this airport. You don’t want to be here when that happens.”

“Be careful,” she said as she left the office. I thought that was a pretty odd thing to say, given the circumstances.

“You, too.” I told her, but the door was already swinging shut.

The communications closet ended up being an absolute treasure trove. Inside I found four banks of walkie talkies on charging stations, a pair of bullhorns, two useless Blackberry devices and a tablet computer. I grabbed the walkies and the bullhorns and kicked the door shut behind me.

Samuels had been as good as her word. Next door to the security office was a set of wide double doors that lead to a large maintenance room, something like a miniature mechanic’s shop. In the center of the room was the main event—not one but two golf carts, parked in neatly outlined little spaces. 

There was a tall standing toolbox against one wall. A metal shelving unit stood against the adjacent wall and held spare batteries, cables, tire pumps and other assorted equipment. There was a work bench with a few more tools on the opposite wall and a corkboard with pictures of officers past and present attending various functions behind it. I dumped my gear on the bench while I looked for the keys to the golf carts. I found what I was looking for in a drawer beneath the work table. Two sets of keys, identical except for the “A” and “B” marked key fobs they dangled from. I also found a roll of duct tape. That would definitely come in handy for what I had planned. Duct Tape: Is there anything it can’t do?

I began duct taping the walkies, speaker side first, to the bullhorns. I managed to fit two of them on each, leaving me with two extras apart from the one I’d need to broadcast with. Then I pinned down the talk buttons on the bullhorns and wrapped them tightly with duct tape to keep them in place. Pleased with my creations, I set them carefully on the work bench and darted to the other side of the room. I pressed the thumb switch on the walkie talkie in my hand and whispered “testing” into the mic. I could hear it clearly from the other side of the room.

My plan had proven a success, at least in part. I duct taped the two bullhorn assemblies to the poles on the front of the golf cart marked “A” and plunked down in the driver’s seat to review my map. It looked like Terminal D would be a straight shot if I could make it back to the area by the escalators. Common sense dictated that getting in the cart and booking it back there myself was the best course of action. But before I could be on my way, I’d have to find some way of rigging the gas pedal down so that the cart would drive itself once I had it aimed in the right direction. I scanned the room hopefully before my eyes lit on the perfect thing; a cinder block sat behind one of the double doors, probably used to hold them open. Perfect. I was sure I’d be paying for this amount of good luck at some point in the future, but right now I didn’t care. I just wanted to lure some aliens into a trap and blow the fuckers into chunky soup. I’d worry about karmic retribution later.

Giving it one last shot at its intended purpose, I propped one of the wide doors open with the cinder block and drove the golf cart through.

Once I had the cart in the hallway, I grabbed the cinder block and sat it in the seat beside me. Then I pulled out the map again and got my bearings. It looked like this hallway would take me back towards the shopping pavilion, which was only a hop, skip, and a jump from where I needed to be to set the real plan in motion. 

Along the way, I passed more dead bodies, strewn around like gory Christmas decorations. Deck the halls with severed limbs, fa-la-la-la-la-la-la-la-la. 

After a few minutes spent navigating the bloody obstacle course, I reached another door. I hopped out of the cart and went to open it, only it wouldn’t budge. Undaunted, I tried harder, this time managing to get it to move a scant couple of inches. Fuck. I really didn’t want to try navigating around in the dark trying to find another way out of this maze, especially when where I needed to be was so very close. So I put my back into it and really gave it all I had.

The door moved slowly, half inch by half inch, until it suddenly swung wide, knocking me on my ass in the process. I immediately located the source of the blockage. I was sitting in him. What remained of a large man had been pinned up against the doors by one of those big flat trolleys they use to transport luggage. He was missing everything from the chest up. Gore covered the tile floor in all directions. And my $150 Lucky Brand jeans.

I got shakily to my feet, and then slipped two more times in the poor man’s remains. On my third attempt I managed to right myself, then I nudged the corpse over as far as I could so I could hopefully get the golf cart through without further incident.

Sadly, fate had spurned me and I ended up having to drag the guy around the corner into the airport proper. It was no small, or quick, task and the end result was a thick red trail leading from one set of doors through the other, but it got him out of my way.

The airport remained eerily quiet. What had happened to all the aliens? I crept around the corner, scanning all directions for signs of them...and then I saw him.

One of the big nasty aliens leaned against what was left of a display window in front of a jewelry store. His eyes were closed but his chest heaved in the slow, steady rhythm of an exhausted child. He was asleep.

Assholes got all tuckered out causing the end of the world? What would it take to wake them up, exactly? Was this Rip Van Winkle type sleep? In which case, I wouldn’t exactly be able to lure anybody anywhere. Or maybe it was lighter sleep and they had actually just worn themselves out running around the airport. I tried to think back to the biology classes I’d taken in high school and before I’d dropped out of college. Not that they’d help me much, as I hadn’t signed up for Alien Fuckface Anatomy 101. Was this perhaps some sort of metabolic thing? Dear god, what if it was the start of some kind of hideous transformation? Could these assholes be like caterpillars? I sure as hell didn’t want to be around to see what broke free of those cocoons. But maybe I was getting ahead of myself again.

Sleep or no sleep, it was probably best for me to keep going with the original plan. John probably was, after all. I couldn’t let him down. I had to do what I came in here to do, even if the only reason I’d done it was to avoid telling him about Hannah. I glanced back at the sleeping alien. It smacked its lips and adjusted its posture a bit, still snoozing peacefully. It might almost be sweet if I hadn’t seen firsthand what those fuckers had done to humanity. Would it wake up when I zoomed by in my golf cart of doom? Did that matter? After all, I was supposed to lure them all towards their explosion fueled demises, right? But what if he was faster than a golf cart and he caught me?

I went back and got the golf cart, choosing to nudge open the door with the cart itself rather than chancing waking the alien up and being caught flat footed. 

I made it just around the corner in the opposite direction from Sleeping Beauty, when I heard one of those horrible roars behind me.

I glanced back over my shoulder as I laid on the gas. The asshole was most definitely awake, coming straight at me, tiny jewels still sparkling from where they’d stuck to his skin. And he was gaining on me.

I swung wide around a statue and a trash can, then cut a corner tightly to the right, hoping to shake my tail. No such luck. If I could somehow wedge the cinder block down on the gas pedal while I was driving, maybe I could pull the old tuck and roll while the golf cart careened towards Concourse D. That seemed like a pretty solid course of action, so I grabbed the brick and jammed it down under my foot with my free hand. Sadly, that left one hand for steering and map holding and I just couldn’t do both at the same time no matter how many texts I’d sent while driving. The map escaped my grasp and drifted somewhere behind me, never to be seen again. Farewell, my friend. You’ve served me well.

I grabbed my walkie and leaped from the moving golf cart, landing beside a giant stand up advertisement for the Lincoln Park Zoo. My tailbone impacted with the ground hard. I thought it might even be broken. But I dared not cry out for fear of drawing my pursuer’s attention, if I had actually managed to escape it in the first place. Instead, I remained as still as I possibly could, holding my breath and actually praying, before the watchful gaze of an oversized tiger. Within seconds, I heard the alien’s footsteps as he thundered past. Oh thank sweet, merciful Christ!

I waited for a few minutes until all was silent again, then I hit the locator button on the walkie talkie. From somewhere just distant, I heard another of those horrendous roars. Good. 

Ignoring the pain in my legs and spine, I bolted back the way I’d come. Adrenaline is a truly wonderful thing. Somehow I managed to make it back to the relative safety of the hallway I’d come out of with comparative ease. Sure I still felt like Jean Claude Van Damme had kicked the crap out of me, but I’d made it and that was what mattered.

I rushed down the hallway towards the maintenance access door I’d come through earlier. As soon as I saw the Security Office door, I hit the talk button on the walkie and shouted into the microphone.

“HEY ASSHOLES! GET OVER HERE! FOLLOW ME TO A FREE DINNER! IF ANYONE HUMAN AND ALIVE CAN HEAR ME, GET OUT OF THE AIRPORT AS FAST AS YOU CAN!”

I made my way back down that noisy metal staircase. Then I taunted the alien horde one more time from just inside the exterior door, tossed the walkie talkie away, and jogged out onto the tarmac.

I saw no sign of Officer Samuels, but I hoped she’d made it out ok. The plane was still where I’d last seen it, the portable staircase still positioned up against the side, but I didn’t see John anywhere. Maybe he was still inside, working on the bomb? I couldn’t just stand here wondering, regardless of how much I wanted to avoid looking the man in the eyes, I had to be sure.

Cautiously, I climbed the staircase, glancing back at the airport as I did. There was a loud crash and I saw one of the few remaining windows bow outward. I assumed it was due to the golf cart slamming into it, but from here, I couldn’t be sure.

John sat on the floor outside the cockpit, a mess of wires laid across his lap. He glanced up as I stepped into the door, hand darting for his gun for a second before he saw who it was.

“Hey, man!” He grinned up at me, “You get ‘er done?”

I sputtered for a second before I realized what he meant, then I nodded emphatically.

“Good!” He sprang to his feet, “Let’s blow some shit up!”

I followed John into the cockpit where he went about pushing buttons and pulling levers and doing whatever else he did to start up the airplane. I almost laughed out loud when the engines roared to life.

“So, what’s the plan?” I peered over his shoulder as he steered the aircraft. He glanced back at me, handing me a small gray backpack. I noticed that he already had one slung over his own back.

“Put this on!” He adjusted some sort of dial. The airplane sped up almost instantly. We were now heading away from the airport, presumably to gain enough distance to pick up enough speed to ram into Terminal D. But what about us? How would we escape? Was there some sort of autopilot system? God, I hoped this wouldn’t turn into a kamikaze mission after all.

I shrugged into the backpack, glancing around the cockpit and once again avoiding looking too closely at a personal photograph that had been taped to the console in front of John.

I stumbled and almost lost my balance entirely as John brought the airplane around in as tight a turn as I figured this beast could make. I grabbed the captain’s chair for balance as John let out a whoop of joy pointing out in front of us.

“Would you look at that!” he shouted. 

Three or four dozen of those pale assed alien fuckers gathered in Terminal D. The one remaining pane of glass in the entire terminal was spider webbed with cracks. I could just make out the outline of the golf cart against it. Go me!

“Yeah!” I pumped my fist in the air. “Get ready to die, fuckers!” 

John let out a laugh and it was one of the most joyous sounds I can ever remember hearing.

Just then, there was a loud bang from somewhere in the plane behind us. We both looked back, shocked.

“Go see what that was.” John handed me his knife. I waived it off, pulling the gun from my waistband, already making my way back into the cabin. I couldn’t expect John to investigate, after all. Someone had to steer the plane and I had absolutely no idea how to do that. So recon duty it was.

I didn’t see anything in the cockpit, so I made my way to the still open entry door. I grabbed the doorframe and peeked outside. 

Captain Axe stood on the wing, clutching his weapon which was embedded in the metal. Half of his face was burned off, leaving bits of that hideous blood red skull and equally red teeth exposed. I took aim with John’s gun and fired. I missed the alien by less than a foot, but I’d drawn his attention in the process. He glared at me and bellowed.

“What the fuck is going on back there?” John called from the cockpit.

“Uh... we have a visitor!”

“Well, take care of it!”

Sure, easy for him to say. He was up there in the nice, safe, alien free cockpit. I took another shot and missed again. I wasn’t sure how many bullets I had left, and I didn’t want to keep wasting ammunition, but I couldn’t let him reach the cockpit and I damn sure didn’t want to let him inside the plane.

I remembered one of those safety videos they show on aircraft before takeoff. Didn’t they say something about an exit over the wing? I thought I remembered something about that. I peeked around the corner to verify. Sure enough, I was right. Less than half a dozen rows of seats away from me was an exit door. From my vantage point, I could just make out Captain Axe’s, well, axe and the well-muscled arm gripping it through the window. Perfect.

“John, I’m going to go take care of that fucker! Just let me know before you plan to blow us up, ok?”

“Yeah, just go,” he shot back, sounding impatient.

I darted back and pulled the emergency lever, kicking the door as hard as I could and sending another lightning bolt of pain up my spine in the process.

Captain Axe snarled as he saw me, roaring once more for good measure. I pointed the gun at his mutilated face and pulled the trigger. Nothing happened. I stared at the gun for a second, utterly shocked, and pulled the trigger again. Still nothing, but at least the gun hadn’t attacked me. That was something.

I stepped out onto the wing, wishing I’d taken John up on the offer of his knife. What exactly was I going to do? Snark him to death?

The wind tore at me. I don’t know how fast the plane was going, but it was enough to make movement difficult. I widened my stance, and took another step towards my enemy, who yanked his axe free of the fuselage and raised it towards me. I cringed back, preparing for the blow and hoping at the very least that John’s plan would succeed, that my death might mean something.

Suddenly John stuck his head out the exit door. 

“DIRK! PULL YOUR CHUTE!” 

As he jumped from the plane, a giant sheet of white enveloped him. Then I understood. It wasn’t a backpack after all. It was a parachute.

I grinned at Captain Axe. He looked slightly taken aback and a bit confused by the gesture. Definitely brawn over brains with that guy. I pointed at the airport behind him and enjoyed an utterly Bugs Bunny moment when I waved before pulling the ring on the chute.

I felt myself get yanked off my feet and hurled into the plane’s wake, the heat from the engine singing my skin just a little before I crashed to the ground and had the wind knocked out of me. I struggled out of the huge fabric parachute and sat up just in time to see the plane (with a confused Captain Axe still clinging to the wing) collide with Terminal D. A split second later, the world exploded in a fireball of heat and light and a deafening BOOM that knocked me flat on my back.

I coughed and sputtered as John reached down, grabbing my hand and yanking me to my feet. He cut the parachute free with his knife and clapped me on the shoulder.

“We did it, Dirk!” He beamed. I couldn’t help smiling back at him as we turned away from the burning wreckage of O’Hare International Airport.

“We sure did!” I replied, “Now what do you say we go find a drink?”
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