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Day 1
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NANCY WAITED A MOMENT before opening her eyes. Different. She could feel it in her new clothes. Despite the gunk in her nose, she could smell the new environment. And if she opened her eyes, she would see it. The next stage.

What had been promised.

Find Max. Figure it out. And try again. 

She took a silent breath. Might as well do it calmly.

Her body was slow to move. She rubbed the crusts off her eyes with one hand and propped the other on the cold metal floor, sitting up slowly.

The first color that sunk into her retinas was cobalt blue—the hue of the walls, the ceiling, the giant mechanism in the middle of the floor taking up the majority of the room.

She was alone. Nancy clenched her eyes shut and sifted through her memories. There had been no mid-transport wake up this time. The last time she had seen Max was . . . sending him to rest? He hadn’t been with her when the announcement was made; she knew that for certain.

Eyes open, she tried to scan the room for information. Get an idea what the Jīngyīng bastards wanted from her this time.

The mass in the center of the room stretched floor-to-ceiling, made up of many moving parts. Bits of it glowed. Wire weaved through the structure, coming out in one place, branching off, and connecting to another. It looked like a giant engine, from what she could think to compare it to, but not one she had ever seen.

It was clear the room had been built around said engine. The wall behind her bowed in a half circle. Her feet pointed toward a wall of lockers, drawers, and grates while the wall to her left housed a large Board, comparable to the one in the meeting house of their first fishbowl. It was blank, but on standby.

Nancy stood, careful not to bump into the engine while getting her sea legs. She peeked around the other side of the machine but saw only the curved wall. No windows. No company.

Her first sizable step caused a constricting sensation around her legs. Wherever she was, the dress code had changed. The boots entombing her feet were blue and heavy, zipped up on the sides. Tucked into them were grey pants made of material that reminded her of workman’s jackets. Her torso was covered with a thick tank top, and the hair they had let grow long was now pulled back by an elastic at the base of her neck.

Hanging on a peg next to the lockers was a jacket. She wasn’t cold and left it there.

Instead, she went to the wall of supplies. The drawers slid open with ease. Inside were wires, hoses, and various parts that appeared to match the materials the engine was made from. The lockers opened noisily. Hammers, a saw, and other tools she couldn’t name were organized and spread out evenly inside.

Her heart thrummed faster. This purposeful calm wasn’t going to last forever. Two key questions had to be answered: What now? 

And where is Max?

The first one, she had a partial answer to: a bunker or ship of some kind.

At the end of the wall of lockers was a junction. To the left was a hall that ended in a rounded wall, like the one behind her, with a circular window. On each side of the hall was one door. Five feet before her, embedded in a flat wall, was another door. Before that wall was a square metal hatch on the floor set far enough back from the walkway that it wasn’t a trip hazard. Above her, in the center of the junction, was a closed round hatch. Finally, to the right was a shorter hall ending in a flat wall with a face-height window, providing a view of metal double doors built into a curved wall.

“One big circle?” She stepped into the center, under the ceiling hatch, and looked around. The engine room had a curved wall. Both ends of the halls did, too. It stood to reason, if she went into the other rooms, she could find the rest of the circle.

But no Enclosure was that small.

Perhaps a long cylinder?

The first room, through the door in the inlet by the ground hatch, was a bedroom. A double bed sat inside with a curved headboard built into the wall. On the right was an open sliding door made of frosted glass leading to a bathroom. Next to the entrance was a small table, two tucked-in chairs, and a dresser. On the left was an open-face closet.

At first, she assumed this room had to belong to Max. The clothes hanging inside were all shirts and pants. On closer inspection, though, she realized they were her size: two duplicates of the uniform she wore, two sets of cotton pants and mid-sleeve shirts, and a tailored blue suit, including a silk blouse. There were flats and heels on the floor beneath. Half a dozen undergarments were folded neatly in drawers.

The bed hadn’t been slept in. No one was there. 

Leaving the room, Nancy only went so far as the floor hatch. As she pulled it up, a light flicked on and exposed a ladder leading down to an empty room. No doors, no exits, and no one. But the area did give her a better idea how large her environment was. Bigger than the restaurant. Perhaps the circumference of the field.

She left the hatch open and put her hands on her hips.

The set of metal doors at the end of the shorter hallway appeared to be an airlock. She pulled on the first door with the face-height window, and while there was no tingling or pain commanding her to stop, it refused to budge. She gripped the handle and leaned her full weight back on her heels, pulling.

Grunting with effort until she was out of breath, she finally let go. As she rubbed her pulsating hands together, she about-faced. Down the hall were two doors; at the end, the blacked-out window.

She opened the door on the right first. Another bedroom, smaller than the first. The same-size bed was fitted to a rounded wall, and the bathroom and closet butted up against the wall on the other side of the supply lockers. A set of men’s clothes in the same varieties and quantities hung on the rack.

Max’s clothes, but no Max.

Leaving the door open, she crossed the hall. The next one differed from the rest; it was a long sliding door that extended across half the wall. She pushed it open until it clicked, and before her stood a kitchen and dining area. Going around the circle were standard kitchen appliances plus a washer, and fitted into the curve was a seven-person couch. In the middle was an island counter and six-top table. It all looked pristine, untouched. Sterile.

Toe tapping against the floor, Nancy smoothed her hair back and surveyed her options once more. From the center of the structure, under the circle hatch, she turned clockwise. The living area she had just been in took up twelve to three o’clock. A bedroom with men’s clothes and the supply lockers went from three to six. Engine room six to eight. The bulky unopened door sat at nine o’clock, the second bedroom with her clothes ten to twelve. The square hatch sat below. All empty.

She looked up.

––––––––
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MICK HAD NEVER LIKED thinking. Utilizing talking, daydreaming, and drinking, he usually tried to drown out his internal monologue. Of course, those had been his methods on Earth. There was a distinct deficit of alcohol in the Jīngyīng’s fishbowls, which had struck him as particularly despicable. No smokes, either.

What Mick hadn’t come to realize about himself before all of this was that the workings of his body, a physical distraction, also solved thought aversion. He had never known hard work in his old life. Before, if someone had presented the idea of labor to replace thinking, he would have wagged his eyebrows and made a joke about sex. The recipient would never know how the dastardly persistent, unwanted voice in Mick’s head would soon remind him—without prompting—that he usually couldn’t turn his brain off then, either. 

It had only occurred to him when he first woke on the cold floor of yet another “somewhere new” that he missed having a sword in his hand. He missed the focus it had given him. An opponent of unknown skill swinging a sword in his face had forced him not to think and rely on his instincts to save his life. To trust himself. 

That was the real joke, though—because Mick had never been reliable or trustworthy in his entire life. He knew as much naturally, but even so, his brain reminded him of this fact a mile a minute as he pushed himself to sit up. It also reminded him of the sickening sounds his sword had made when he thrust it into another man.

He shuddered and swallowed.

Mick rubbed impatiently at his eyes. There was a customary number of times he needed to rub them to clear the gunk. One had never been enough. To get the process going, he rubbed, blinked, rubbed, blinked, and repeated until the area around his eyes felt raw and he could finally see. Fighting against the crushing feeling of overwhelm, he did his best to absorb the new input in an order that made sense.

His tattoo was different. Same star, diamond overlay. Didn’t hurt. Both hands.

A combined symbol of the restaurant owners?

Alone in the room.

Ha! Fuck . . .

Glass-domed roof. Water outside?

They put me in an aquarium. A fishless aquarium.

Enough lights, knobs, and switches to constitute a rocket science joke. Put together in a fashion that brought to mind the smell of the decommissioned Sherman his uncle owned.

A chair on a track that bordered a circular desk, wrapping three-quarters of the way around the bubble they’d dropped him in. An affixed bedframe.

They put in a cot but couldn’t put me on it?

He stood and took in the top view of the panels. His hands yearned to start pressing buttons, but what stopped him was the message on the Board, built into the panel.

20 DAYS TO LANDING.

“If I knew what I was doing, that would make it fun,” Mick sang to himself. He ghosted his hands over the hectic panels. “They really went early twenty-first with the blues and greys.”

His eyes wandered as he thought. “Gotta be a submarine?” He squinted at the water, and the longer he did, the less it looked like water. It was denser than air, more the consistency of fog, but transparent in the same way hot air was. He was looking out at twilit dark and could see just enough to acknowledge it was endless.

Mick dropped his heel into his other foot, then winced. Hopping, he muttered, “Alright. Pain, equal sign, alive.”

As he repositioned, the texture under his foot changed. He looked down to find a circular hatch.

“Lookie here!” Mick knelt, slid his hand under a flat bar, and twisted. It clicked and whirred before the hatch dropped down into the floor and a ladder extended down, clicking into place below.

“What the hell?”

Mick’s mind was quick enough to recognize the voice, visualize the look by the tone, and dress his face in a beaming smile all before his head was through the opening. “Nance?”

She stared up at him a moment. The tense fists held close to her chest slowly lowered to her sides as her squinted eyes widened. “Mick?” She huffed a laugh.

“Who’d you bribe to get trousers?” He braced his hands on the opening and leaned forward to look around. Bigger down here.

“Have you seen anyone else?” Nance ran to the ladder, trying to look past him.

“Only the ugly sumbitch in the glass.” He moved to get out of her way. “You?”

“There’s no one else.” Nance started climbing up. “What about your half? Can you get out?”

He wanted to warn her against assuming he had “half” of anything; his bubble wasn’t even the size of the restaurant’s dining room. Guilt gnawed at him, knowing she would be disappointed. He clicked his tongue and rolled onto his back.

Nance stopped, torso through the hatch, and looked around. “It’s small.” 

“Ouch.” He put a hand over his heart and sat.

She climbed out, rolling her eyes. “Mick . . .”

“‘Average’ should be the smallest denomination. Even that stings.”

“It’s . . .” She put a hand on the glass dome and followed it around the full circle.

Mick wanted her to complete the sentence. It’s a submarine. Spaceship. Clusterfuck. Dream. Fishbowl. Bonkers. He stood slowly and patted his hands on his thighs.

“It’s just us.” Nance ended her circle and sat heavily in the one chair. She gripped the panel to stop it from moving along the track.

“We’ll go the other way. What goes up must bottom out somewhere.”

“No, Mick.” She turned the chair to face him. “I already tried that way. It’s empty. The whole thing is empty.”

“Well—” He scoffed out a smile and spun on a heel. “They gotta be somewhere.”

Nance put a hand to her chest. It rose and fell too quickly. Her eyes glazed over as she stared at nothing.

Help her!

I left my sexy nurse costume at home.

She’s hyperventilating.

In the span of three of her quick breaths, he broke away from the self-imposed reminder of uselessness and knelt in front of her. “Nance, slow it down.”

“Where are they?” She pressed her hand harder to her chest.

“They’re alive and kicking. I know that for certain.” Please calm down. If you lose it, we’re done for. And how the hell would I explain that to Quaker?

He isn’t here.

Abruptly, Nance stood. “I have to find Max.”

“Let’s just take a second.”

“What if they’re hurt?”

“What if you hurt yourself?” He took her shoulders in hand. Leading by example, he breathed slowly. “We’ll look. We’ll comb this place.”

In time, her breathing slowed. Looking him in the eye, she nodded. “You’ll help me?”

“Eh, I’ll pencil you in.”

She gave a light smile. A soft “It’s going to be okay” look.

“Ladies first down the ladder.”

Only after she turned away, concentrating on the rungs, did Mick put a hand over his eyes and let out a long, slow breath. Fishbowl, part three. 

And she gets saddled with me!

Fuck. 
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Day 2
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NANCY SHIMMIED BACKWARDS out of the crawlspace. There had been no bugs, no dust. Nothing. Pristine and new, just like the restaurant had been.

Pipes and wires wound through the floor, left with ample room to move around them. From what she could tell, she could get all the way from under the engine where she had started to the opposite corner under the kitchen. The hatch and vents were blockers, but by going around, she could get under the bedrooms too.

Hours of searching netted nothing.

Her stomach growled, and she cursed.

Having gotten to the edge of the crawlspace, she looked back to spot the stairs built into the curved wall of the cargo space. She went down two steps backwards before turning and finishing the descent.

The cargo hold was no more than seven feet tall. Curved walls ended in a flat floor for most of the area. A second crawlspace entrance sat across the empty room, under the kitchen.

Mick was reclined against the wall near her, ankles crossed and hands folded behind his head.

“You could’ve helped.” Nancy shoved her thoughts to the side, kept her mind clear. She could only properly evaluate the situation if she understood it.

“We’ve been over every square inch of this place. Thrice.”

Nancy pulled out her hair tie and combed her fingers through the tangled strands. There hadn’t been enough room to fix it in the crawlspace. “We’re alone.”

“Confirmed.”

When her hair was tied, she let her hands drop against her sides. The echoes bounced loudly enough that Mick flinched. “Did the countdown change?”

He pushed off the wall and wiped his hands together. “Nineteen and closing.”

“The hell, Mick?” She felt a familiar wave of panic creeping in, starting with her quick-beating heart. “What now?”

“The only thing for it is to strip nekkid and run screaming through the streets.”

Tension left her shoulders. The next thing that crept up on her was a smile. “We can’t open the front door.”

“Shit.” Mick rubbed a hand on his chin. “Well . . . then I got nothing.”

Nancy shook her head. Taking slow steps, she stared up at the ceiling. “Do you remember anything?”

“The last thing I remember is burning eggs for breakfast.”

As if on cue, her stomach growled. “We should probably eat.”

“There’s ready-to-eat food in the kitchen.” Mick passed her and gestured at the ladder. “Let me walk you there. This place is a maze.”

She wanted to let herself chuckle. Wanted to roll with the punches, adapt, the tactic she had tried in the medieval fishbowl. It had served her well—right up until she had to abuse the temperament for the sake of her own sanity. It had made things easier, in the beginning.

Things don’t get easier here.

As Mick’s hand gripped the ladder, she caught a glimpse of his tattoo. She took his other hand and inspected. The star was still there, but with her diamond overlaid it. The two tattoos jumbled together and looked equally aged.

She held his hand up to him. “What’s that?”

“Stranger danger.”

“Mick.”

“A group picture? I dunno.”

Nancy rotated their hands for him to see her tattoo. “Mine didn’t change. It’s still just a diamond.”

Mick opened his mouth but was interrupted by a long beep from above. He squinted up the hatch. “Board’s first words?”

“Let’s go.” Nancy pushed him up the ladder and followed close behind. 

On the main level, they heard another beep. This time, the origin was “the Bubble,” as Mick called it. They scrambled up the second ladder just as fast.

As Nancy climbed out, Mick was already in his sliding chair, pushing it along the tracks until he was in front of the Board.

It was blank.

“Push the red button and turn down the dial,” Mick murmured. He examined his panel and zeroed in on the button.

Nancy came up behind him, put a hand on his shoulder, and looked at the dormant Board. 

He pushed a button, then turned a dial. A display screen came to life on the glass in front of them. Vivid colors cycled across the screen.

“How did you know to do that?” Nancy crouched down closer to Mick. Nothing else appeared different; the angle didn’t change the Board’s display.

“It told me to.”

Her brow furrowed. “What did?”

“The–the thing!” He tapped his knuckles on the Board. “The thing thing.”

Nancy slowly reached out a finger to poke the blank display. “Are you seeing things?”

Dread ran up her spine. Could he crash them by hitting the wrong buttons? Could she restrain him if she had to? She was strong from months of physical work and helping Olive. If she compared her current self to her strength in the first fishbowl, she might just have a chance now.

But he’s gotten stronger, too. Probably stronger than he knew. And that was never a good combination with crazy.

“I don’t smell toast, Nance. It said to push and turn. And now it says to . . .” He looked around, then poked a yellow button at the top of the panel.

The screen display changed to play a video. It began with a picture of a cobalt-blue disk with a white spot in the middle as the display pivoted to provide depth. The disk was domed at the top and bottom, the white spot a protruding bubble atop.

A robotic voice accompanied the visual. “This is your new home. Allow me to introduce myself. My full name does not translate into your language. I am what you may call an astronaut. An explorer.”

Nancy stood slowly, her eyes fixed on the screen.

“In my younger years, I traveled frequently to your home. It was always my favorite of the novice planets. I was tasked with learning languages, customs, and ways to objectively observe your species.”

The display changed to show the Earth from the perspective of the moon.

“Hundred-K resolution.” Mick stared at it with wide eyes.

Nancy nudged him. “Shh.”

He stood with her and watched.

“In my retirement, I wanted to retain all that I had learned. Thus, I invested in my Enclosure. Your access will not be limited to this ship. Once able to land, you will be free to choose your future.”

The screen flipped through images of what appeared to be Earth cities but somehow . . . off.

“There is a wide breadth of environments to cater to the variety of your species. I have transported or replicated much of your technology with some adjustments aimed to improve quality of life and safety. I have always loved your variety of tools.”

Mick gulped loudly. He blindly reached for Nancy’s hand. When linked, it was difficult to know who was squeezing harder.

“The reason you have been relocated is complicated. We typically do not like to move subjects after Acclimation. However, your previous home was in violation of many rules. Here, you will be able to live your lives in a more suitable environment. My approach to Enclosures is to be as hands-off as possible. I value observation over control.”

A vast blackness showed onscreen with domed dots.

“The residents of your previous Enclosure have been redistributed. It was limited, how many of you each of us could take, but know they are in good hands. We recognize your trust in us may be fractured; however, please know there will be no more senseless killing. That was never our intention.”
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MICK STARED AT THE ceiling, hating how well his memory had cataloged everything in the Enclosures. That problem hadn’t existed on Earth. He wished he could make his memories hazy.

Willem. King Abner. All the ones they had lost.

Max. Juan. The ones who had to suffer losing.

The babies—the ones they never got to meet because they had been stolen. Poor Olive was out there, possibly alone, without him or Max or Nance. Not even with that son of a bitch Ronnie because he had to go and die. Olive didn’t deserve to be alone.

Mick told himself he deserved worse. Preached it across the expanse of his mind every time he cycled through images they had been shown of the new cities just waiting for him to explore. Why did he get the fancy ship? Why did he get the friendly alien? How the hell had he survived thus far? 

You’re asking these like you’re expecting to get answers.

“Shut up.”

He wished he had a ball to throw. Paper to draw on. A stick to wield. Something, anything, to keep his hands busy. Perhaps if he got himself into some trouble, he would have to find a way back out. He always had been good at thinking on his feet.

“Like that time in Professor Latt’s office?” 

The TA believed me. He smiled to himself. 

Then, maybe, if he made enough of a mess, Nance would have to yell at him. She knew how to keep him on his toes, and he could give it back too. Just enough to keep her engaged. She deserved to get some frustration out.

“Don’t make her suffer us.”

Look at us, using plurals to sound less psychotic. No wonder she had thought he was losing it.

He rolled over and punched his pillow.

A while later, there was a knock on the door. Mick internally cursed at the way he perked up like a puppy.

“You plan to sleep the day away?” called Nance from the other side.

Nothing sounded wrong.

You’re still supposed to ask.

“Is everything okay?”

“Nothing’s changed.” She sighed. “Just the same old stuck.”

Mick stood, straightening out his clothes without the help of the covered mirror. He dialed up the bright smile he knew wouldn’t show off his crooked top canine and opened the door. 

“I wasn’t rushing you.” Nance looked him over.

He leaned casually against the doorframe and shrugged. “You can just say you missed me.”

“It’s your turn to cook.”

“I thought we didn’t have to.”

She raised her eyebrows and crossed her arms. “There are ingredients, too.”

Shit, did I actually make her mad?

“We shouldn’t just rely on premade.”

Nah . . . she’s just scolding me for my laziness.

“We don’t know how long—”

She’s stressed. 

“—we’ll be out here.”

Don’t make it worse. “The countdown should be at seventeen.” Mick knew she couldn’t see what he did in grey, but the ominous counter was in black. They could both see that.

“That number means jack to me.” She led them across the hall to the kitchen. They kept the sliding wall open to give the illusion of more space.

“Do you think Quaker and Olive are on a different ship doing the same things we’re doing?”

“I’ll settle for hoping they’re alright.” She pointed at the fridge and cabinets. “There’s food in there.”

Mick didn’t pay any mind to the food. Not only was he not hungry—he was distracted by how sad Nance sounded. Defeated. That wasn’t her. “Hey, Quaker can pilot a space tractor, remember?”

Nance swallowed hard and looked away.

Now see what you did?

“I swear to Jesus, Zeus, and—nah, make it Poseidon; Zeus was a dick—and maybe Haldor. He was chill, comparatively.”

Sniffling, she wiped her nose. “You’re combining pantheons.”

He smiled, and she caught it. He nudged her with his elbow. “They’re a’ight.”

“Because the aliens said so?”

“I just . . . I know.” 

He knew nothing of the sort. All he knew was that it was what she needed to hear.

She leaned her elbows onto the counter and looked around.

Something. Give her something. “Maybe the alien fellow decided you and I were the problem children. Maybe that’s why we’re up here incubating in this giant egg.”

Nance nodded, her expression blank.

“You figure out what your job is?” Mick circled the island, tapping it with his knuckles. “Or was I assigned as your chauffeur?”

“Mechanic or engineering or something.” She gestured loosely in the direction of the engine room. “I see what you mean now about the grey letters. My Board in there has one. I think it’s trying to teach me maintenance.”

“If it tells you to sabotage, can you come to me first?”

Nance raised her eyebrows and stared at him, half amused.

“I mean, I support the decision to blow us up, but I want to make sure we have a good soundtrack.” He snapped his fingers. “And wearing the suit! Gotta go out classy.”

“If we blow up, no one is going to see the suit.”

He opened his arms and scoffed. “Only if you blow blow us up. If we compromise on a minor explosion, our corpses will only have partially burned-up suits. It’ll look cool. Like an action movie.”

Nance smiled and shook her head.

Under cup number one, Olive would have scowled at that. Under cup number two, Max would have given him a worried look. But under cup three, in a stroke of luck, he had gotten Nance to smile.

Mick leaned back against the affixed counter and crossed his ankles. “So, wrench-lady, what have the aliens taught you?”

She shrugged. “Nothing. I walked away.”

“Attagirl! Car maintenance is for losers. Drive it until the oil boils or something.” Granted, that mindset was likely outdated; he couldn’t call a limo to pick him up from here.

“I find it hard to care,” she admitted, her voice soft. “The last time—the last two times—I was so intent on doing well. It didn’t end up mattering.”

Mick wiped a hand over his mouth and reigned in the tone, landing mid-range on the joking-to-serious dial. “Before I beep-beep myself into a bad spot, do you want to talk about it? We can talk about the last five months. Or Max.”

She narrowed an eye and tilted her head to the side. “Who?”

“Are you telling me you want to discuss our mutual favorite Quaker?”

Her expression slowly saddened, and she looked down. “No.”

Exactly: no. Don’t do that. Uh . . . “You want me to do a handstand?” 

Her eyes flicked back up. “Can you?”

“If I do one, will you tell me what you want to talk about?” He was already devising the best use of nearby furniture to pull off a trick he hadn’t tried in a decade.

“Talk about?” She sighed, shoulders deflating. “We’re in a flying saucer, Mick.”

“About that,” he said faux critically. “We saw what this hunk of junk looks like from the outside. Or maybe that was the floor model. Regardless, it poses ze question: Did the alien overlord fashion it out of how we wee humans think aliens travel? Or do we think alien ships look like this because we’ve seen the Jīngyīng?”

“Is it a product of our assumptions or our observations?”

He smacked a palm on the island. “That’s what I said!”

Nance shook her head and tapped her fingers on the table. After eleven taps, she answered, “Well, they’ve given us enough earthly things that we know they’ve harvested more than just people. The voice in the playback told us they observe Earth. They picked this shape because it’s what we’re familiar with. It makes acclimating easier when it’s familiar.”

He nodded as she spoke. “Okay. I’ll say they all travel like this. They scaled their real ones down to bite-size for us. We fashioned spaceships from the truth!” he declared as he lightly set one fist into another.

Nance snickered, trying to hide her smile. “You trying to pick a fight?”

“If that’s alright.” Mick dramatically shifted to a sheepish look and swung a leg in the air.

Nance licked her lips, looked away, and took a breath. A beat later, fully serious, she retorted, “No. They definitely got this from some black-and-white movie of ours.”

“You think so?” He pointed at her across the table.

She was stern everywhere but her eyes as she pushed up her sleeves. “I made my argument. What’s your basis?”
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NANCY SET DOWN HER toothbrush and stared at herself in the mirror. She wore the soft cotton clothes. At some point, she and Mick had decided when it was daytime, and it ended after dinner. Since then she had gone back to her room, changed, and brushed her teeth with the intention of lying down. But the day felt too short.

Instead, she left her room and kept an ear out for Mick. His voice came from above with a strange inflection.

“. . . flat and unprofitable seem to me all the uses of this world! Fie on’t! Ah fie! ’Tis an unweeded garden that grows to seed.”

Nancy smiled and looked up the hatch. As he rattled on, she silently climbed up the ladder until her head poked out the top. She spotted him in the chair, leaned back, speaking strangely at the void above.

“That he might not beteem the winds of heaven visit her face too roughly. Heaven and Earth! Must I remember? Why, she w—”

“You could have been on Broadway.”

In an instant, Mick jumped clear of his chair and spun to face her, a hand clamped over his heart. Nancy smiled and ambled the rest of the way up.

“Fragile freight.” He took a deep breath and lowered his hand. “Contents: me.”

“What was that?” Nancy sat on the cot, looking out the Bubble at nothing new.

He sat and raked a hand through his hair. “Hamlet.”

It surprised her—a rare moment when Mick’s mouth was closed, and she didn’t sense him itching to say something. There was almost a blankness to his usually hectic eyes. That was rarer. 

She let them enjoy the comfortable silence for a moment before saying, “It sounded nice. Whatever it was.”

“It’s not the flagship speech, but I like it.” He tapped a toe on the floor and spun in the chair. “I think modern cinema misses out, dropping the soliloquies.”

“Don’t they still do that when the villain has the hero tied up, walking them step-by-step through their evil plan?”

Pointing at her, he set his foot down. “Those are monologues.”

“Ah.” She raised her eyebrows.

“Soliloquies reflect. Provide insight. And the only person to judge you is you.” He waved his hand flippantly. “Or the rat behind the tapestry.”

“Aren’t they for the audience’s sake?” She flexed her hands around her head. “Omniscience and all that?”

“Sometimes. But haven’t you ever talked to yourself out loud? Ruminated on a thought? Vocalized it? Once you hear it back, it clicks—‘Oh shit, maybe I shouldn’t have messed with the creepy ancient doll.’”

She smirked. “Are you saying you were haunted?”

“Spiders. Tons of them.” He shook out his arms.

She didn’t have to reflect on the matter. “No, I don’t soliloquy.”

“Lost art.” He huffed, and Nancy laughed. “So, what can I do for you? We’ve already checked off ‘performing monkey’ and ‘heart attack.’”

“I’m sorry I scared you.”

“Are ya? Really?”

She approximated a small space between her fingers, still smiling.

“Since you’re here, want to see something new?” Mick spun the chair and started hitting buttons on the panels. “It doesn’t change our stuck. I only found out”—he checked his blank wrist—“ten minutes ago. You went to bed. I swear I planned to tell you first thing. If it had been pertinent, I—”

“What did you find?” Nancy crossed the room and looked over his shoulder at the blank Board.

He pointed at the glass as the screen appeared. “Here.”

She squinted at the various dots. “What am I looking at?”

“Planets—in a sense. An ability we haven’t unlocked is bringing up the specs on each.”

She stared open-mouthed at the various dots.

“I know, right?” Mick scoffed. “Paywalls.”

“He wasn’t lying. The voice.”

“Nope. Mister Alien Man promised multiple habitats. Looks like he’ll deliver.” He poked another button, and the countdown appeared onscreen.

Fifteen days. Two weeks and a day.

Then they would find out if it was all true.
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MICK WOKE IN A PANIC. The echoes of the giant dividing wall slamming down onto the grass between armies rang in his ears. Breathing heavily, he rubbed his eyes. 

He blinked hard. Expecting a grassy open field littered with dead, he stared at the metal in front of him. His heart rate began to race for a moment before his mind dialed in that he was on the ship. The metal he was staring at was the airlock door. “Not the divide.”

He hated how small his voice sounded.

Looking around, he recognized it was still night. The main lights were off. Only the theatre lights, as Mick called them, along the edges of the wall kept the hallway lit.

“Not the divide,” he whispered, hoping repeating the statement in a steadier voice would help him believe it. Help his heart slow down before he died of cardiac failure at . . .

Twenty-nine? Thirty-something? Christ, I could be in my fifties with all the stop-starts.

Mick reached a hand up and laid it flat on the airlock door. It wasn’t as cold as he had expected. The metal was smooth. Well-constructed. He concentrated on the flat lines and bolts until his heart and breathing were back to normal.

A time later, he shivered. His clothes clung to his skin, aided by a moist layer. He was covered in a sheen of sweat. He tried to billow his shirt, but when he let go, the tank top stubbornly stuck to him.

The ship was quiet.

To his right was the door to Nance’s room. Though the door was ajar, he saw nothing but a sliver of darkness. He took two steps toward her room before stopping.

You need someone to tuck you back in?

A soft snore drifted into the hallway.

Mick rubbed a hand down his face. No, he couldn’t wake Nance—shouldn’t even check on her. There was nowhere she could have gone. The snores told him she was in there, sleeping. It wasn’t his place to invade her privacy. And the last thing anyone would want to wake up to was his ugly mug.

With quiet steps, Mick walked back to his room and pushed on the door. Its normal smooth swing stopped as it struck the sheet left in a pile on the floor. He flicked on the light to get a clearer picture. The pillow was on the floor next to the bed, and the fitted sheet was still damp with sweat. He grabbed the loose sheet and tossed it onto the bed with the other.

In simpler, Earth-bound times, if he’d had tumultuous thoughts or a mind that wouldn’t shut off, he simply would not have gone to bed. Decanter in hand, he would have either called up what passed for friends, gone down to the pool to swim laps, blared a film in the basement theatre, or wandered about the grounds. By the time the decanter was empty, he could usually sleep.

Fuck you for trying, his mind almost pushed out his mouth.

Back in the hall, he closed his bedroom door and decided to launder his sheets in the morning. Starting it now would wake Nance. Besides, he was glad to have another task; as much as the alien overlord liked to give them cutesy little assignments, it was never enough to fill a day.

The urge to wake Nance gnawed at him. He didn’t need someone to hold his hand and tell him it was alright, as much as his thoughts—and Olive—had accused of such. Just someone to talk to. Nance usually had a rebuttal for nonsense. Not only did she let him rattle—she knew how to keep him engaged. Out of his head.

Three in the morning is a great time to recognize you abuse people’s hospitality.

Shut up.

He walked to the central ladder and climbed up into the Bubble, closing the hatch. He only sleepwalked under the right combination of stress and restlessness. Fear, an underworked body, and an overworked mind was a bad combination. The last time it happened, the zap on the restaurant’s bedroom door had woken him up, so he couldn’t see himself opening the hatch in his sleep. Plus, if he did somehow manage, the fall would wake him.

Mick removed his sweat-soaked shirt, balled it up, and used it as a pillow as he laid down on the floor. He stared up at the nothingness and played a game of chess against the opponent in his head until he fell asleep.
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NANCY HEARD THE SHIP’S intercom click and smiled. Once Mick had been taught how to project his voice around the ship, it had become his new favorite toy. She had been worried—two days ago, he had been in a funk. That afternoon, however, his mood had picked up when he discovered the “voice of God.” The latest game was him calling out a series of colors, challenging Nancy to remember them in order. Her best score was thirteen.

She welcomed the distraction, whatever he had planned this time. Surrounded by cold and cobalt, and empty space around that, it was easy to feel alone. What she should have been doing was finding the black wire on the engine that her Board had tasked her to tighten. But instead, she waited for Mick.

The intercom clicked off.

Nancy smirked, shook her head, and returned to searching the undercarriage of the engine for the right wire. There were so many to choose from, but none of them were black. 

Finding a small removable grate, she muttered, “There you are.” She reached up into a clump of tangled wires.

The intercom clicked on. “—swear I had . . . Nance? Can you hear me? You can hear me. Can you come up to the Bubble?” It clicked off, then immediately back on. “Stat. Please.”

Nancy left the engine as it was and made quick work up the ladder. On her way up, she called, “What is it?”

“You’ll see.”

At the top of the ladder, she looked the direction he faced. The space around them was brighter than normal, centered around a ship. The vessel looked like theirs except for the nets extending from two sides. There were no landmarks to tell how far away they were, but using a best guess, Nancy estimated about a quarter mile.

“Can we communicate with them?” They were in line with the other ship, but all she could see of their Bubble was a grey reflection. She put her hand to the glass. One way?

“I have no instructions on how to contact them. They haven’t hailed us, as far as I can tell.” Mick shrugged at the panels. “If you want, I can start button mashing.”

“No.” She put a hand on his shoulder in caution. That didn’t feel right; they would sooner self-sabotage than succeed. “We aren’t supposed to, I guess.”

The ship moved away from them gracefully, the net arms extended into the void. Its movement created a wake—not nearly as much as moving through water, but certainly with more defined streaks than plain air.

“You know what this means, right?” Mick asked as they watched the ship go.

“That we aren’t alone in the universe?” As the ship inched away, she kept an eye out for more. Disappointed, she realized they would soon be alone again.

Mick hummed spooky noises and wiggled his fingers.

“Yes, sir.” Nancy put a hand on her hip and paced the Bubble. “Aliens, confirmed.”

“We should write this down.” Mick made his chair spin, but before he finished a full rotation, he put his foot down. “Actually . . .”

“Actually?”

He pointed to where the strange ship was now a faint light. “We’re facing up, right? The same direction as Netty.”

She furrowed her brow.

Mick stood and put both hands out, palms down, with just his middle finger bent enough for the knuckle to stick up. “We’re both this way. Bubble up.”

“Alright.”

“You know how in space movies, all the ships pull up to the meet facing the same direction?”

“Sure.”

“Space isn’t up and down. If we did it for realsies, we come in like this”—he sent one hand flying forward and twisted the other sideways—“and the bad guys show up like this. Granted, if movies did that, audiences would bitch—”

“Mick.”

“We have an up and down the same way Netty has an up and down. They want to stay level for the same reason we do.”

Nancy nodded along, lips tight. “To stay upright.”

“Exactomundo. Which means we don’t have our own gravity, as a ship. It’s just gravity gravity.” He righted his hands, both Bubble up.

“Which means we aren’t in actual space. We’re in a diorama.”

“A fishbowl, if you will.” Mick gestured widely and spun on his heel. “A fish tank, this time. This boy’s gotta have a hefty filter.”

Nancy smiled, nodding. When it occurred to her Mick might not understand her intent, she verbalized, “Good job.”

That’s a thing people say, right? It doesn’t have to be reserved for hollow workplace pep talks.

Mick stared at her for a long moment, as if she had handed him something fragile he didn’t know what to do with. Quickly, he recovered with a nod and shifted his attention to the floor. Tapping his toe, he said, “I think wherever it doesn’t want us to go is below us. We’re floating at the top of the tank.”

“And when this thing hits zero?” She poked the Board.

He shrugged.

When it hits zero, we’ll see them again.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Day 14

[image: ]




MICK SLOUCHED ON THE couch with his feet propped up on a chair he had moved there for lounging purposes. He didn’t want Nance to be mad at him for putting his shoes on the couch. Granted, there was no dirt on his shoes, since the ship was as clean as could be, but it was the principle of the thing.

He didn’t care about the couch; he cared about the small smile Nance had given him when she thought he cared about the couch. And that smile had made his heart flip.

Guilt followed the wave of uncertain happiness, and he flopped onto his side on the couch, disappointed in himself. But he sat back up when he heard Nance returning.

She sat at the table.

And Mick figured that was passive allowance for him to talk. “I think they’re together. Because of the kid.”

“I don’t want to talk about them.” Nance rested her arms on the table.

He tapped his toe on the chair back. “Then I’m going to talk to myself about it. Before I explode. You’re welcome to stay.” She thinks I’m crazy. “I only charge after the first fifteen minutes are up.” She’s going to yell at me for that one.

The corner of her lip pulled up, and she leaned back in her chair. “As a therapist or as a whore?”

“Ooh.” Mick pointed at her lazily, his smile widening almost too much. Keep the crooked mess to yourself. “I like you.”

Nance shook her head while Mick kept his smile, watching her. She spread her arms out with a sigh. “I’ll talk about them if you answer something first.”

Mick wiggled, settling into the couch. “Please, give me prompts.”

Her gaze changed to one with an undertone of sympathy.

Shit.

She took a breath.

Fuckin’ hell.

“If you knew about Olive and Ronnie before the blowup, why didn’t you say anything?”

In the seconds between her sympathy and her last word, his face had time to do its own transformation. He created a purposefully dramatic scowl to match his snot-nosed tone. “I don’t like that question.”

Nance clicked her tongue. “I’m not going to coddle you.”

Cycling through the temptations of being pedantic, difficult, or avoidant, he decided to let the bravado deflate with a sigh. The runaround was what had gotten him into trouble—and this time he didn’t have Max here to pull him out of the fire.

“Olive was with me because she was put with me. We moved from the pet-store plastic tank to a real fishbowl together. She was a hungry cow, and I was brown grass.” He let his hands flop in his lap. “I figured she’d find greener pastures.”

“Did you think to tell her you knew? In a calmer way, maybe?”

“When? Before it happened, so she could accuse me of not trusting her and leave me?” He pinwheeled his arms. “Or after, when she could use it as an excuse to leave?”

Nance narrowed her eyes. “She wouldn’t have just left.”

“But she could have.” He tapped two fingers to his temple. “And that little self-preservation voice said to keep quiet. Right up until my temper said nope.” He popped his lips.

He wasn’t fond of that particular memory. He couldn’t even say he had lost his temper; there had been no blind rage about it. He knew what it looked like on other people—the snap. The flare that had to burn itself out.

No, Mick had seen it coming. He had put dryer lint on the wood. It wasn’t his match that lit the argument, but he’d damn well helped that puppy burn. 

“I knew. Well, I knew she had a crush on Ronnie.” Nance stood at the table but didn’t leave the spot. “I only knew about the physical stuff after it happened.”

Mick shrugged. Serves me right. “I figured you did.”

“Are you angry?”

Did she think he was going to tell her to get out? Was that why she had stood? In what world is it her fault? 

Mick patted the spot on the couch next to him. “For my woes? Totes.”

She shook her head, came to the couch, and sat.

“There’s nobody to blame for a loveless relationship—well, that’s not completely fair. It was spicy. She just . . .” 

You know how pathetic you sound? 

“. . . didn’t love me.”

Nance nodded.

Shut up.

Too late.

“Truth is, I’ve never been in love. Full stop.” Mick clapped his hands, then slid them in opposite directions. “But we cared for each other. We were partners. That was good enough, most days.”

She leaned forward until her elbows rested on her thighs, hands together. “‘Good enough’ is horseshit.”

“While we’re beating the shuttlecock to and fro”—he quirked a brow—“did you ever entertain the idea?”

“Of?”

He smirked. His knee-jerk reaction was a borderline insulting remark—she knew what he meant. There was something there, though. Loyalty? He could already figure her answer but explained as if he didn’t. “Brunhild was sweet on you. Any number of guys or gals woulda laid down their coats in the mud for you.”

She let out a snicker. “My precious boots.”

“But you didn’t, did you?” Mick stared at his toes. “Even when we were gone.”

Loyalty. Honor. Decency. Didn’t matter which description he tacked to it; she had it.

Quaker, you lucky bastard. Mick internally rolled his eyes. 

“I didn’t. I knew he was still alive.”

“How considerate.” That wasn’t meant to be an out-loud thought. Mick tried again, “I meant—”

“I was practiced at choosing work over pleasure, so long as I knew where the pleasure was coming from.”

Straight face. No blush. No bullshit. Attagirl. Thick with no coddling.

How did Quaker stand up to her directness?

He got red, remember?

Mick grabbed his longest strand of hair between two fingers and twirled it. “Shouldn’t we be braiding hair for this talk?”

“You wanted to talk about them with the kid, right?” she deadpanned. “That’s why this conversation started.”
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