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Chapter One



They sat around a table in a high-backed booth, tucked away in the corner of the Starport Café. Her hands warming around a steaming mug of black coffee, Cynthia stared at the glass panels that formed the front wall, peering through her phantasmal reflection at the bare-branched trees beyond.

She looked deader than they did. Pale, sunken, bloodless. Almost as dead as—

No! Stop it!

A few sporadic images were all she’d retained of the moments following their soul-shattering discovery. Natsuhiko doubled over the hood of an abandoned car, vomiting and weeping. Johanna’s screams fading into unending moans, a wordless and primal pain. And Grigory…

Grigory, lips pressed tight, grim but determined, lifting, cajoling, dragging them back to the Charger. Jabbing Cynthia with a syringe of Dilaudid. Slipping behind the wheel, driving as fast as he dared to the main gate of the Johnson campus. Ushering them inside, gathering coffee from behind the cafeteria counter and retrieving several bottles of stronger stuff from the trunk of the car. If not for him, they might still be out on the highway, mesmerized by the incomprehensible carnage and gradually losing their minds.

Now he hovered over them, half drill sergeant, half mother hen. “I wish you would try to eat something.”

Natsuhiko thumped a finger against the bottle of Jim Bean. “This’ll do.”

Cynthia directed a pointed glance at a trash can across the cafeteria, one everyone but Grigory had visited at least once since they’d arrived. “I’m barely keeping down the coffee right now. I don’t… I don’t think I’ll be eating again this year.”

From Jo, they heard nothing. She’d said nothing, done nothing, drunk nothing since Grigory guided her to the booth. Cynthia wasn’t entirely sure the woman had even blinked.

If she’d had the emotional strength to worry, that would have worried her.

Cynthia had never seen the Starport Café empty before. It felt sad. The booths, the tables, the glass, the vaguely retro-future rounded light fixtures, the tiled floor… Nothing particularly wrong with any of them, but taken as a whole, without the buzz of conversation and the clatter of cutlery and the scents of cooking, it all proved sterile. Soulless.

The people who had once gathered here to eat, to socialize, to take a few minutes for themselves, had included countless NASA personnel, the builders of what was supposed to be the future. It should have been special.

But then, look at the future we got.

Chiding herself, Cynthia turned her attention back to the windows, to her reflection. Only it wasn’t hers anymore.

God, not again!

Again.

Again, as she had so many times since they’d gotten here, she saw not herself, but her mother. Not the trees and grass of the lawn outside, but the sandy California beaches she’d visited so often as a child. And again, as clearly as if cast by a movie projector, she saw her mother, face aglow with a beatific smile, eagerly stroll over to the water’s edge. To it, and then into it, the waves lapping up to her knees, her waist, her chest, until she was gone.

She never even liked to swim.

Is that what had happened? Had her mother, had everyone, done as the countless dead of Clear Lake? Done as the profane lettering on those obelisks—come not merely from space, Cynthia felt now, but from hell—demanded? She couldn’t know, not for certain, but she had no reason to doubt.

Nor could she tell, anymore, if the constant repetition of that image—sometimes her mother alone, sometimes with friends or family, but always with the same outcome—was just her distraught imagination running out of control, or genuine hallucination. Overwhelming grief, or a symptom of her worsening condition.

And God help her, she didn’t know which answer she’d prefer anymore.

Her stomach turned over. Cynthia bolted from the booth and across the café, staggering under the influence of the hydromorphone, just in time to empty what little coffee she’d swallowed into the trash can. When she was done, the stench of the earlier vomit wafting from the bin nearly set her off all over again.

“If I’d known…”

Cynthia was halfway back to the table when she, and everyone, stopped to stare at Jo, speaking for the first time since the lakeshore.

“If I’d known,” Jo said again, “what kind of world was waiting for them, for us, I’d have driven that bus off an overpass instead of to Marcus’s prison. Would’ve been so much kinder.”

Still meeting no one’s gaze, never so much as turning her head, Jo rose and wandered out of the cafeteria.

Grigory opened his mouth to say something, closed it. Looked at Cynthia as she wobbled back to the table, at Natsuhiko and the bottle before him. Then, with a sigh, “I should go get her. Please do not go anywhere.” Resting the shotgun over his shoulder—even here, the Russian refused to go unarmed—he followed Johanna out the door.

“Where would we go?” Cynthia asked, sitting with a limp thump.

“I suppose we still ought to go looking for answers at some point,” Natsuhiko said.

Cynthia froze. In light of the past couple of hours, she’d honestly forgotten why they’d come.

“Do you think it still matters?”

“I think it might be the only thing that does.”

She thought on that for a moment, then nodded. It wasn’t as though she had anything better to do. “You may want to cut back on that, then,” she said.

“I really don’t.” Natsuhiko pushed the bottle away. “But I will. How does he do it, Cyn?”

“How does…? Grigory?”

“Yeah. We’re all disintegrating. I can’t think of anyone who wouldn’t be. But he’s…”

“I have no idea. But I’m grateful for it.”

“Heh. As long as we don’t run into any kryptonite.”

It wasn’t much of a smile, but Cynthia was surprised—and, again, grateful—she could manage even that. She decided to risk another sip of coffee, reached for the now lukewarm mug.

And it finally dawned on her.

“What the hell?”

“Cyn?”

“Natsuhiko, look around. What do you see?”

“Um. Tables. Chairs. The counters and cash registers. Why?”

“And how are you seeing it?”

“What? I…” His jaw dropped as it sank in. “The lights are on! I’ve been so distracted, it never even…”

“Yeah.” She raised her cup. “It didn’t even occur to me to wonder how Grigory made this.”

Natsuhiko leaned back. “But that makes sense, doesn’t it? We know NASA has backups for their backups. Especially after last year.”

“Sure, but… I mean, okay, I don’t know the details of the generator systems or other redundancies, but I feel like they’d still need refueling after two weeks? And even if not, wouldn’t they be focused on vital systems?”

“The staff would still have to eat, even in an emergency.”

“Maybe. Maybe. Still, I can’t help but wonder if—”

The opening door, heralding Jo’s return, interrupted Cynthia’s thought. The good news was that the other woman appeared substantially more aware and alert than when she’d left.

The bad news was that she was alone.

“Grigory?” Cynthia and Natushiko asked in unison.

“Told me to get back here. Said it was safer.” Her tone permitted little doubt as to how she felt about that concept. “Said he’d be along later.”

Well, that’s odd.

“Maybe he needs a few moments?” Natsuhiko said.

“Yeah, I guess. If anyone’s entitled to them…”

All three settled back around the table. Cynthia sipped at her coffee. Natsuhiko switched to water. Jo did nothing.

“How long’s it been?”

“About three minutes, Cynthia.”

“What? No, he’s been gone longer than that!”

Natsuhiko sighed. “I meant since the last time you asked.”

“Oh.”

More coffee. More water. Several trips to the nearby restroom, though at least they weren’t vomiting anymore.

The breeze outside died down, just enough for the distant calls of the birds at Clear Lake to penetrate the walls, carrying memories and emotions with them. Cynthia stood, went behind the serving counters, and turned on several faucets until the running water drowned out the noise. She splashed a few handfuls across her face before returning.

“How are you doing?” she asked.

“A lot more sober than I want to be,” the other astronaut said. “You?”

“Not about to fall over with every third step, if that’s what you mean.”

“Your head?”

“Dull ache. Nothing I can’t ignore, and the Dilaudid should keep it there for a good while yet.”

Both turned toward Jo, who said, “Doesn’t matter.”

“Oookay.” Cynthia sat. “Ten more minutes. Then we go get him and figure out what the hell we’re doing here. Agreed?”

Natsuhiko nodded. Jo, at least, didn’t object.

“All right.” Cynthia left her seat precisely at the ten-minute mark. Now that they had something to do, she chafed to get to it. It was better than thinking. A quick step back behind the counter to turn the faucets off, and then she made for the door.

They checked the rest of the building first: the restrooms, the exchange store, even the back hallways and the storerooms in case he’d just wanted a place to sit on his own for a while. Nothing.

Outside, then? It was chilly, and even though the wind had picked back up while they waited, the avian calls were still far too loud, far too great a reminder, for comfort. Still, the idea that he might have taken a walk to clear his head wasn’t beyond the bounds of credulity.

But the courtyard outside Building 3 was empty of all but trees and a single skittish cat that vanished the moment they opened the outer door. The trio made a quick circuit of the yard and around the neighboring buildings.

Still nothing. No sign of Grigory.

God dammit. She couldn’t blame Johanna. Neither Natsuhiko nor Cynthia herself would have been in any emotional state to think this through, to demand that Grigory set a return time, or tell them where he’d gone. But Grigory himself should have thought of it!

Be nice, Cyn. He’s gotta be as messed up as you are, inside. He’d just been so unyielding, so in control, it was easy to think him unbreakable.

Still, understandable or not, the upshot was that they hadn’t the slightest idea where to look.

“So do we just poke around until we find him?” Jo asked, though she sounded only vaguely interested.

“Over a hundred buildings,” Cynthia replied, “on more than sixteen hundred acres? No, I don’t think we’ll be doing that.”

“Got somewhere else to be?”

Natsuhiko casually put himself between them. “Not that I disagree with you,” he told Cynthia, “but I do hope you have a better idea?”

“First, we go back to the car, pick up a few guns.” Grigory had, after all, walked off with the only weapon the group had carried inside. “Just in case.”

“And then?”

“Then we take advantage of the fact that we’re briefly back in the twenty-first century.”

Moments later they found themselves in Building 4-S, home to numerous Mission Operations support offices. They chose one at random; since the campus actually had power, any room with a computer should do. Cynthia planted herself in the chair, violently rejected the sudden realization that the last person to sit here was probably floating in Clear Lake, and pressed the power button. A quick whine as it emerged from sleep, and the desktop appeared almost immediately.

She raised her hands to the keyboard and froze as her gaze landed on the desk beside the computer.

A child’s drawing, four stick figures and a stick dog, labeled “faM⅃y.” A dog-eared copy of The Martian. An Incredible Hulk bobblehead.

Shaking, she swept the whole collection onto the floor, kicking at it until she’d shoved it all behind the desk and out of sight.

Natsuhiko’s hand closed on her shoulder. Briefly, she leaned her cheek against his skin, and then once more let her fingers drift over the keys.

“Cyn?”

“Hmm?”

“Do you actually know how to access the security systems at all, let alone the cameras?”

“Not a clue. Cross your fingers that it’s all user-friendly.”

Her friend snorted. “A government system? From your government?”

“Hush, you. Now, where do I—?”

Both astronauts jumped as a floating text box appeared on screen with a soft chime. Cynthia recognized it as one of several intranet chat programs sundry workers had installed on Johnson’s network.

Who are you?

“Uh…”

“Don’t look at me,” Natsuhiko told her.

“How much do you think we should tell them?”

How about everything?

Son of a… “You can hear us?” Cynthia asked.

You think? Who are you?

“No threat to you, for one thing.”

Cool. Ain’t what I asked, though

“Look, can we save the twenty questions? Our friend’s missing. If you’re in the system, can you help us find him?”

Long seconds passed, until Cynthia wondered if whoever this was had decided not to speak to them anymore.

Or maybe we lost connection. That’d be about right, we find someone who can maybe tell us where Grigory is, and the damn intranet…

Big dude? Packing a 12-gauge?

“Yes! Yes, that’s him!”

Again the response was slow in coming.

He’s in FCR1. But I don’t know if you want to go in there

“…what?” Soft. Broken. A little girl’s uncomprehending question. Behind her, Natsuhiko’s breath caught in his throat, and Jo’s aimless pacing halted midstep.

I’m sorry


Chapter Two



Natsuhiko hit the door first at a dead sprint, Cynthia and Jo on his heels. They pounded across the courtyard, breeze biting at exposed skin as the sun dropped in the west, grass crunching underfoot. Windows and stone walls blurred past them, until they hit the entrance to 30, still not slowing. The door slammed into the wall as they passed through it, the echo quickly lost behind them.

More halls. More doors. Too long, too long, too fucking long!

FCR1. Mission Control.

Half of America had seen that room, in one form or another. Walls covered in images of space, of craft, of astronauts. Line upon line of mission patches and insignias running around the chamber near the ceiling. Multiple enormous screens up front, normally displaying all manner of information and imagery but currently dark, switched off. And of course, occupying the bulk of the room, row after row of computer stations, multiple dozens of them.

Only one was turned on, revealing a grainy picture: a satellite camera, to judge by the numbers and notifications scrolling beside it. It showed nothing but the dust clouds and static-lightning choking the atmosphere, but the coordinates indicated it was aimed at the coast of the Baltic Sea, near Saint Petersburg.

He’d been trying to look in on home. At the shoreline beside his home.

Grigory himself lay sprawled on the floor beside that computer station. The blast that took off most of his head had also knocked the chair backward, half-dumping him onto the carpet.

He still cradled the shotgun in one limp arm, thumb caught in the trigger guard.

Cynthia had nothing left. She should mourn, as she had for Clarence, for JD. Maybe more. Without Grigory, she’d have lost herself out on the highway. He deserved tears, heartfelt words.

They wouldn’t come. Neither of them. She felt so numb, so deadened, she wondered briefly if the Crooked Men had found them again.

The upside was, while she couldn’t grieve, she also couldn’t work up any sense of abandonment.

“I wish you’d told us,” she whispered. It was all she could manage. And all she could think of was tree limbs bending in the wind, because any that were too stiff and too unyielding would inevitably break.

She and Natsuhiko carried him into a nearby office and, after moving the computer and other detritus, laid him out gently on the desk. Lacking a sheet or blanket, they scoured the building’s other rooms until they found one that had been personalized with decorative curtains instead of blinds. A poor shroud, but once again, the best they could manage.

Cynthia carefully placed the shotgun across his chest like the sword of a fallen Viking. They had other weapons, and nobody relished the idea of wielding this one again.

“Would… Does anyone want to say anything?”

“What’s left to say?” Natsuhiko asked, slumped as though he’d been physically beaten. Jo said nothing, stood motionless save for a single tear running down her right cheek.

“Yeah.” Cynthia held Grigory’s hand briefly. “I think he’d understand.”

The curtains only barely covered him; a problem, since they had more than just the corpse that needed covering. Fortunately, several offices they’d already searched contained coats or jackets left behind when everyone had… gone.

One of them, a woman’s long trench coat, was sufficient to cover the stains and remains where Grigory fell. They had work to do in FCR1, and staring at that mess would’ve just been the last straw.

Moving several rows up and all the way across the room, Cynthia and Natsuhiko chose a pair of computer stations far from that spot and woke the machines. They were here, they’d come all this way, sacrificed so much. By God, if Johnson held any answers at all, they would find them!

The chat box popped up again.

Sorry about your friend

“Thanks.” Cynthia kept working, refusing to dwell on Grigory, opening various systems, hunting for files. “Uh, you can still hear us, right?”

Yeah

“Good.” How the hell were these directories even organized? She’d never spent any real time on these stupid systems…

So you gonna tell me who you are?

“Depends. You going to answer our questions?”

Depends

Natsuhiko looked up from his own computer, directly into the camera high in the corner. Obviously their mystery guest had gotten into the security system, watching the grounds the same way they’d intended to search for Grigory. “How are you pulling this off?” he asked.

Ain’t hard. It’s what I do

“You’re a hacker,” Cynthia said.

Network Security Specialist

“Uh-huh. And you expect us to believe you hacked—sorry ‘Network Securitied’—NASA?”

Ain’t saying it was easy. But I had time and no FBI or NSA to come down on me for messing with a few firewalls. Got my own generator and enough equipment to bounce signal off satellites. Figured I’d find answers here if anywhere. Been in y’all’s system a while now

Facing away from camera, Cynthia and Natsuhiko exchanged looks, but neither commented.

Instead, seeing no reason not to, Cynthia came back around to the initial question, still clicking and typing as she spoke. “My name’s Cynthia. That’s Natsuhiko and Jo. Our…” Swallow, clear throat, keep calm, keep going. “Our other friend is—was—Grigory. What’s your name?”

How come you ain’t swimming?

She came this close to screaming, cursing the unseen hacker for treating the topic so casually. But he’d known longer than they had, had more time to sit with it. And he could well be putting on a brave face for them, just as she’d done regarding Grigory.

“We were on the ISS when it happened. Since then we’ve, uh, been careful.” She was not about to tell a complete stranger the details of her tumor, thank you very much! “And,” she admitted, “we have lost people.”

So y’all are astronauts?

“Well, most of us. Jo’s from a different group of survivors.”

WHAT GROUP

Now that was interesting. Cynthia leaned back from the screen, pondering. Keep it a secret? It might be wiser, but Marcus had told her that stories of their refuge had already spread.

“Small commune at Travis County State Prison.”

Nothing. No response. She decided to take a wild stab.

“Not one of Lamb’s people, if that’s what you’re worried about.”

Guess you met those assholes too?

So, even here in Houston. Those bastards get around. “We didn’t hit it off.”

Good

“So, you want to tell us who you are? How you’ve survived all this on your own?”

Thinking about it. Y’all seem okay but I ain’t got this far being careless. I’ll tell you there used to be a whole network of us for a few days before the internet went down, so I knew some of what was happening, where to stay away from

And who

Now that might be useful. If Johnson didn’t have answers, this individual might. If Cynthia could get them to stop being so cagey, to share what they knew.

“Cyn?” The ongoing background clatter of Natsuhiko’s keyboard ceased. “I’ve found something.”

Some clicks, some buttons, and one of the massive screens at the front of the room flickered. Points of light and smears of color swiftly resolved into an image of the moon, recorded from one of many orbiting satellites.

The time stamp read 22:47 UCT. Cynthia didn’t even look at the date; she already knew when this had been recorded.

They appeared around the moon’s edge. A few at first, a handful more, and then in the thousands, until they blotted out the cosmos. A faint grayish distortion wrapped the base of each, invisible against the darkness, seen only when one passed in front of another, or in front of the distant stars. Cynthia flinched, but at such a great distance, end on toward the camera, the alien lettering on their sides was obscured.

A thousand questions crossed her mind, a thousand reasons she couldn’t possibly be seeing what she was seeing, but there it was.

Something else crept slowly into view, something largely obscured by the moon and by the obelisks themselves. Only bits and slivers were visible, but from those alone she could tell it was enormous, the size of a mountain at least. If she could only get a clearer…

The clock on the video clicked over to 22:49, and after a few seconds more, the entire image vanished behind a wall of static. The exact same static they’d seen on the ISS cameras.

That the obelisks had come from “out there” was no surprise, of course. But that wasn’t what had Cynthia, Natsuhiko, and even Jo gawping at the glowing screen.

“They’re stone!” Jo finally shouted, as though her objection might somehow change what they’d witnessed. “They can’t… How can they…?”

Cynthia, who had risen without realizing it while watching the brief footage, fell back into her chair. “I have no fucking idea.” She had assumed, they all had assumed, that the obelisks had been carried within something larger. Now?

“Could they have been launched? Moving by momentum?” Even as he asked, Natsuhiko clearly wasn’t buying it.

Of course they couldn’t. They’d deliberately maintained course to keep their approach hidden by the moon until they drew near. They’d spread across the globe, landed on high ground or open plains or clustered in population centers. And as large as the unseen thing accompanying them appeared, it wasn’t remotely big enough to carry even dozens of the damn obelisks, let alone hundreds of thousands or millions.

She knew Natsuhiko knew this, had spoken in desperation or without thinking it through. She did him the courtesy of not answering.

Instead, she said, “That haze? Distortion? Some kind of propulsion, maybe?”

“Propulsion? They’re stone!” Jo protested again.

“If it is,” Natsuhiko said, “it’s not like any we’ve even conceived of. But that’s hardly surprising anymore, is it?”

If y’all had told me that’s what you were looking for I could’ve saved you some time, the chat box announced.

“Been all through the system, have we?” Cynthia asked.

Been keeping busy

“So, if we were to look for anything that might’ve registered on satellites or RADAR?”

Feel free but you ain’t gonna find anything you like. Planes and other air traffic for a few hours before it all goes to hell. Nothing else

“Something flew overhead last night,” Natsuhiko said. “Near La Grange.”

Ain’t showed up here if it did

Again the astronauts exchanged looks.

You want to check you go right on ahead

Cynthia pushed back from the computer. “I’ll take your word for now. Listen, we need to meet. In person.”

HELL no

“You can’t still think we’re a danger to you!”

Nah. I don’t think so but I don’t KNOW. And even if you’re not it don’t mean you won’t lead me to someone who is

“How long have you been alone? At least a few weeks now, right? That’s got to be tough.”

No response.

“Listen to me, please. We need you. Need your help. We’re not experts on the ground control systems. You probably know the network better than we do. And you said you were in contact with others, so you’ve definitely got a better picture of what happened than we do.

“Please. We—I—need to know. It may be all we’ve got left.”

Finally, All right. But only on my terms

“Thank you. I’m listening.”

Just you three and nobody comes carrying. I see anyone but you or I see a piece you’re on your own

“Done.”

Natsuhiko leaned in. “You sure that’s a wise choice?”

“We’re asking for a lot of trust,” she said aloud. “It’s only fair we show some.”

Right on

“When and where?”

I need to

“Need to?” Cynthia asked after a moment without follow-up. “You hit ‘Enter’ by mistake, Mr. Network Security Specialist?”

Nothing.

“Or is it Ms.? Mrs.? Something else entirely?” Cynthia’s palms had gone clammy again. She wiped them dry on her pants. “Not looking to offend here.” Where the hell had—?

YOU FUCKING LIED TO ME

“What? No! Every word I’ve told you is the truth! I—”

You said you’re not with Lamb’s group!

“We’re not! They tried to kidnap us, for God’s sake!”

Well motherfuckers are HERE. If you’re telling me the truth you’re in some serious shit

Natsuhiko was up, shotgun ready. Cynthia felt for the revolver at her waist but didn’t draw it yet.

“I told you I should have a gun!” Johanna snapped.

“In the state you were in,” Natsuhiko told her, “I wouldn’t have trusted you with a thermos.”

“Can you show us?” Cynthia asked. Then, after a moment, “Please! Even if you don’t trust us, what would it hurt?”

Her computer monitor flickered, then shifted to a feed from one of the many security cameras. A trio of vehicles had already passed through the main gate. The one in the lead looked familiar.

“They’re way too close to our car,” Natsuhiko said.

“Yeah, but they’re going to have to spread out to search for us. We can circle around them, make for one of the other gates.”

Not happening

The screen shifted to another camera, and then a third. More cars, blocking the paths to the other campus entryways.

“Shit!”

Think, Cyn! But all she could come up with was…

“We hide. Even with so many of them, it’ll take hours, maybe days, to search this whole place, and we know it better than they do!”

“That’s the plan?” Jo spat.

“You have a better one, now’s really the time!”

She sighed. “Guess that’s the plan.”

I’ll close down the security system so they can’t try and use the cameras

“Thank you.”

Much for my sake as yours. But good luck

“We need to move,” Cynthia said, already making for the door. “Mission Control’s one of the first places they’ll look.”

They darted from the building, keeping out of the campus lights that had suddenly become far more danger than comfort. Cynthia led them away from the cluster of buildings they’d occupied so far, moving instead toward the laboratories and storage facilities. An enormous number of structures, none of which they had any conceivable reason to visit and from which they could see anyone coming. With only a bit of good fortune, they could avoid a comprehensive search for at least—

“HEY, OUT THERE!”

The words boomed from a massive speaker, magnified and crackling. The sound carried clear across the campus. It must have been nearly deafening to anyone nearby.

“WE KNOW YOU’RE HERE. WE FOUND YOUR CAR, WITH ALL THE SUPPLIES.”

But how did they know to come here at all? Had the hacker betrayed them? Was the talk and negotiation and fretting about Lamb’s people all a delaying tactic?

“WE DON’T WANT TO HURT YOU. LAMB WANTS TO TALK TO YOU. BUT WE LOST SOME GOOD PEOPLE WHEN YOU LED THE HUNTERS TO US AT CAMP MABRY, AND SOME OF THE GUYS, WELL, THEY’RE REAL SORE ABOUT THAT.”

“When we led…?” Natsuhiko growled softly.

“Yeah,” Cynthia said. “Not exactly how I remember it, either.”

“SO, HERE’S THE DEAL. YOU COME OUT NOW, YOU COOPERATE, YOU HAVE MY WORD NOBODY GETS HURT. I’LL SEE TO IT PERSONALLY. BUT IF WE’VE GOT TO COME LOOKING FOR YOU, EVERYONE SPREAD OUT AND JUMPY… WELL, I CAN’T MAKE ANY GUARANTEES. SOMEONE’S MAYBE LIABLE TO GET SHOT.”

“He’s all heart, isn’t he? I can’t imagine why Ethan and Downing didn’t want to go with them.”

The trio crouched behind a rough hedge. “So what do we do?” Natsuhiko asked.

“Do?” Jo wrapped her arms tightly around herself. “There’s only one thing to do! We hide, and if we have to, we fight! You can’t be thinking of surrendering!”

Cynthia shook her head. “Of course not! There’s no way we—”

“COME ON, NOW! NOBODY WANTS THIS TO GET UGLY!”

Little late for that.

“YOU NEED TO BE REASONABLE. YOUR PEOPLE NEED YOU TO BE REASONABLE, MS. HAN.”

During the “constantly looking to prove herself” phase of her USAF officer training, Cynthia had once opted to be shocked by a taser. What she felt now was remarkably similar.

“MR. PAVLENKO,” the speaker continued. “MR. HASHIDA. MS. KATESTON. NONE OF YOU WANT TO SEE EACH OTHER GET HURT. YOU WOULDN’T WANT TO SEE ANY OF YOUR FRIENDS GET HURT.”

“How…?” Johanna wobbled, steadied herself against the nearest wall. “How?”

“Only one way,” Cynthia said grimly, rising from her crouch. “They’ve got someone, maybe more than one, from the prison.”

“What are you doing?” Natsuhiko asked.

“Turning myself over. Same as you two. Or did you not catch the fact that he wasn’t just threatening us?”

“Oh. Shit.”

“Yeah.”

Jo opened her mouth to object, then shut it, gnawing at her lip.

“What’d Ethan say the bastard’s name was?”

Natsuhiko pondered a moment. “Morales. Carlos Morales.”

“All right, Morales!” Cynthia shouted, hoping her voice would carry far enough in the night’s silence. “Don’t shoot! We’re coming out!” Humiliation warmed her cheeks as she raised her hands over her head. She forced it down and stepped out into the open. Natsuhiko, shotgun held high in both hands, followed on her heels, and Jo a moment later.

She called out again as they drew nearer, in case they hadn’t heard the first time. With every step, she cataloged potential hiding spots, the distance between herself and available cover. If this was a ruse to make them easy targets, they’d better drop her with the first shot, or she meant to make them work for it.

It wasn’t. Morales’s people swarmed around them, weapons readied, but nobody opened fire. They collected the astronauts’ guns, then marched them to their leader.

Carlos Morales stood beside a van with a police loudspeaker mounted on top. “A smart move,” he told them. “But I’m not quite so stupid I can’t count to four.”

“Grigory’s dead,” Cynthia told him bitterly, jaw trembling in fury that she had to speak of her friend’s despair to this bastard. “After what we saw today, after the lake? He couldn’t take it.”

“Seems like every time we meet, you’ve just lost someone. Not sure I’m buying it, Han.”

“Fuck you. Go see for yourself. He’s in one of the offices outside FCR1. I don’t… don’t remember the number.”

“Building?”

“Thirty.”

Morales reached out. Someone inside the van slapped a piece of paper into his waiting hand. “David,” Morales barked. “Ashton.” Two of the men broke off from the rest of the group, one taking the campus map as they went.

“How did you know we were here?” Cynthia demanded, refusing to wait for them to return and confirm what she already knew to be true.

“Frankly, we didn’t think you still would be. Figured we’d have to try to and see what you’d learned, and where you’d gone next.”

Cynthia waited, scowling.

Morales waited, smirking.

“You know what I mean!” she finally snapped.

Morales pointed back toward one of the cars. Cynthia struggled to make out the figure sitting, hunched and miserable, in the passenger seat.

The very familiar figure.

“Oh, no…”

“Yep,” her captor told her. “I can’t tell you what a relief it’s been, how helpful it’s been, to have a new doctor on board.”


Chapter Three



The gate rattled shut, and Ethan watched through the chain links as his last remaining friends in the world shrank into the gray distance.

Not yet out of sight, and he missed them, wanted to wave them down, call them back.

Not yet out of sight, and he hated them, seething with a bitter resentment that would have shocked to the core all who knew him (or thought they did). Hated them for leaving him alone, for putting him in so precarious a position where everything he’d struggled with for years could so easily come crashing down, along with whatever future this messed-up world still offered.

Most of all he hated himself.

Behind him, the daily routine of the little colony that had been Travis County Prison was well underway. Several of Marcus’s people walked the perimeter, checking the fence and the obelisk-blocking fabrics. Others were hard at work in the garden, tending to what food crops and medicinal herbs would deign to grow in the Central Texas winter.

The chug-chug-chug of the generator reverberated from its metal shed, feeding power to the kitchen, the living quarters, and the gate that had just severed Ethan from what might have been his lifeline. After a bit of tinkering on Downing’s part, the machine now accepted a mixture of kitchen grease and other biodiesels with its regular fuel, dramatically stretching the prison’s resources. They now ran the generator twice a day, for an hour or two each session. It kept the housing unit substantially more comfortable and was one of two major changes that had drastically heightened the quality of the food.

Major change number two would already be hard at work in the kitchen, and Ethan turned his steps that way. He had to eat something, no matter how severe his lack of appetite, but he absolutely would not and could not sit in the common area while he did so. Not this morning, especially. I’ll just pick up a plate straight from the source and disappear for a few hours…

The kitchen was a study in artistic chaos. Hot and full of steam, with stovetops glowing orange and sinks running, people running this way and that, carrying that in thick oven mitts or stirring this as it threatened to bubble over.

In the center of it all, coordinating and controlling with a wooden spoon wielded as a conductor’s baton, was Chavela Olmos, the new unquestioned sovereign of the cookhouse. For the most part, her English was good enough—augmented by emphatic gestures and occasional demonstrations—to get her orders across. When it wasn’t, well, several members of the community spoke Spanish.

“Buenos días, Doctor Bell.”

“Good morning, Mrs. Olmos. Mind if I just grab something real quick?”

She frowned at him, making many of her wrinkles frown in turn. “Of course not, but you always do this, Doctor. Is no good for you. You should sit, talk. Company, sí?”

“I-I’ll get there.”

Still frowning, Chavela redirected the ongoing dance with her spoon, so that Ethan swiftly took delivery of a cup of coffee and a plate of eggs, beans, and some sort of corn cake.

It would be better if the eggs hadn’t been powdered, of course—Marcus had recently discussed sending a search party out to try and round up some chickens, if any had survived the hungry dogs and coyotes, but until then they were stuck with whatever would keep—but as post-apocalyptic cuisine went, it was amazing.

“Doc.”

Ethan, who had already crossed half the kitchen on his way out, glanced down at the legs sticking out from behind the refrigerator. “Downing.”

The CEO/engineer sat up, wiped away the steam that filmed over his glasses, and stretched until his back popped.

“As a doctor,” Ethan said, “I can let you in on the little-known secret that bending yourself into a paperclip for long periods of time is bad.”

“Thanks. I’ll file that away.”

“What are you doing back there?” He didn’t really much care, wanted out and away from everyone, but while general isolation and lack of socializing was one thing, this place was too small and tight-knit for overt rudeness.

“Trying to figure out if it’s feasible to install some kind of battery here. If we could keep the fridge going twenty-four/seven, instead of relying on whatever cold it can store between generator runs, our food situation would be a lot better.”

“And if you can? Where are you going to get a battery?”

“One thing at a time.”

“Walther?” the old woman called over. “Do you need anything?”

“Just a glass of water would be great, Chavela, thanks!”

Ethan took the opportunity to move on. Downing seemed to have toned down the ethnic barbs, whether because he was actually coming around or simply realized they wouldn’t be tolerated. Whatever initial conflict he’d sparked between himself and Chavela, they’d moved past it or at least put it aside.

Be nice if I had that option myself.

As he stepped back into the cold breeze, it occurred to Ethan that, for all the time they’d been forced to spend together, he didn’t know all that much about the man. The CEO of Cedalion Enterprises, an engineer of no small skill, the living avatar of oblivious white privilege, and a nervous fidgeter. That was it.

Who had he lost when the world ended? A family? A spouse, a lover? Kids? Friends, though God knew how? What were his dreams? What had he still meant for Cedalion to accomplish?

How little any of us really understand each other. A fact for which Ethan remained grateful.

He passed the folks gathering in the common hall, ready to set out for the kitchen and their own breakfasts. Nodded politely at Marcus and several others clustered around a map of the yard and a list of crops, debating what to plant when the weather changed. Watched for a moment in mild fascination as Lieutenant Dukes and a couple of former guards checked over the gear in the armory, taking apart and oiling a few of the shotguns, gathering random shells to fire so they could be sure the batch hadn’t gone bad.

Caught his breath, as he did every time he passed this way; clenching his fists and his gut, steeling himself.

One of the larger rooms—Ethan thought it had once been a guards’ break room, though he couldn’t swear to that—had been converted into a play area for the children of Travis County Prison. Tag, soccer, those were outdoor activities, but here were board games, jump ropes, a few dolls and action figures, even a hula hoop. Whatever simple entertainments could be scrounged and scavenged that didn’t require ongoing power. Under the supervision of two of the parents—they rotated regularly—the kids spent large stretches of the day here, keeping out from underfoot as everyone else went about necessary chores and upkeep.
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