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Catalog of Ruin

Clara

In 1887, the United States Geological Survey recorded Eternity, Nevada, as a "settlement of provisional viability"—population 312, one church, one saloon, zero hope of a railroad. By 1903, every soul had either fled or been buried beneath alkali dust. The government didn't bother updating the census. Dead towns don't require headcounts.

Neither do private ones.

I know this because I am sitting cross-legged on the cold marble floor of a vault that costs more than every building in Eternity's original Main Street combined, wearing white cotton archival gloves, and I am not cataloging the town's history.

I am cataloging mine.

The file in my lap is labeled GALLAGHER, C. — GROCERY RECEIPTS — CHICAGO, IL — 2023–2024. Forty-seven pages. Itemized. Annotated in a handwriting so precise it looks printed—small, square capital letters in black ink, each annotation cross-referenced to a secondary file I haven't opened yet. He tracked my protein intake. Circled the weeks I bought nothing but ramen and cheap wine, then wrote in the margin: Financial pressure increasing. Timeline acceleration recommended.

Timeline.

As if I were a historical event he could study, date, and pin behind glass.

My hands haven't stopped trembling for twenty minutes, but I keep turning pages because stopping means thinking, and thinking means screaming, and screaming in a vault with twelve-inch steel walls and no windows accomplishes exactly nothing. I learned that particular lesson already. Twice.

The room is climate-controlled to sixty-two degrees. Museum-grade humidity. Acid-free storage boxes line the shelves in rows so symmetrical they look like soldiers at inspection. Every box bears a label in that same psychotic handwriting. GALLAGHER, C. — UNIVERSITY TRANSCRIPTS. GALLAGHER, C. — MEDICAL RECORDS. GALLAGHER, C. — CORRESPONDENCE (DIGITAL), RECOVERED. GALLAGHER, C. — SLEEP PATTERNS (ESTIMATED), 2022–2025.

He estimated my sleep patterns.

For three years.

I pull another file. This one is photographs. Not grainy surveillance stills—no, Atlas Voss doesn't do anything halfway. These are crisp, high-resolution images taken with professional lenses. Me walking across DePaul's quad in October, leaves caught mid-fall around my boots. Me hunched over a library carrel at 2:00 AM, highlighter cap between my teeth. Me at the laundromat on West Diversey, reading a water-damaged paperback while my clothes spun. In that last photo, I'm smiling at something on the page. He circled my mouth and wrote: Rare. Stimulus unclear. Investigate.

Investigate.

Like I was a dig site. A set of bones he needed to brush clean and reconstruct.

The sound reaches me before his shadow does—leather soles on polished concrete, each step tuned to that unhurried rhythm. He never rushes. Rushing implies uncertainty, and Atlas Voss has never been uncertain about anything in his manicured, climate-controlled, god-complex life.

The vault door swings shut behind him. Not a slam. A whisper. Hydraulic, airtight, engineered to seal without drama. The lock engages with a sound like a heartbeat—one thick, mechanical thud that reverberates through the floor and settles somewhere behind my sternum.

He doesn't ask permission to sit. He never does.

The space beside me smells like cedar soap and cold metal. His shoulder is three inches from mine. Close enough to feel the warmth radiating off his skin through the linen of his shirt. Far enough to make the proximity feel intentional rather than intimate—a distance he calculated, I'm certain, the way he calculates everything.

"You found the grocery file."

Not a question. He watched me find it. He watches me find everything.

"Forty-seven pages." My voice comes out flatter than I intend. Scraped clean of inflection. "You tracked what I ate for two years."

"Fourteen months. The first four months were preliminary. I didn't formalize the data collection until I was certain."

"Certain of what?"

Silence. The kind that has texture—dense, pressurized, like the air before a desert storm cracks the sky open.

"That you were the one."

I close the file. Set it on the marble beside my knee. Remove my gloves one finger at a time because it gives my hands something to do that isn't clawing at his face.

"You engineered my debt." Flat. Clinical. Historian-voice, the one I use when I'm discussing plagues and famines and mass graves—events too enormous for emotion. "The grant that fell through. The landlord who tripled my rent. The adjunct position that evaporated overnight."

"Yes."

No flinch. No apology. Just that single syllable, offered with the same casual precision he'd use to confirm a dinner reservation.

"You made sure I had nothing left."

"I made sure you had nothing left there." He reaches past me, pulls a box from the nearest shelf—GALLAGHER, C. — PSYCHOLOGICAL PROFILE (COMPILED)—and sets it between us like a peace offering. "You were drowning, Clara. Overworked, underpaid, crushed by a system designed to extract your brilliance and compensate you in adjunct scraps. I didn't create your misery. I identified it, accelerated it, and offered the only exit that made sense."

"An exit into a locked room."

"An exit into a kingdom."

His hand finds the back of my neck. Not gripping. Resting. Five fingers against my spine, each one a separate point of data he's undoubtedly already cataloged—vertebrae spacing, skin temperature, the precise moment my pulse kicks harder against his thumb.

I should recoil. I should have recoiled months ago, when I first understood that the job posting was bait, the helicopter was a leash, and the desert was a wall no prison architect could improve upon. But revulsion requires energy I surrendered somewhere between the heatstroke and the silk sheets, between the dehydration hallucinations and the four-thousand-dollar bottles of Burgundy he uncorked without ceremony on a Tuesday.

Revulsion requires a self worth defending. I'm not sure that woman exists anymore. The Clara who interviewed for this grant—broke, hopeful, clutching a secondhand briefcase—she's in one of these boxes too. Pressed flat. Preserved under acid-free tissue. Another artifact in his collection.

"Do you like your museum?" he asks.

The question lands like a scalpel. Precise. Designed to open exactly the wound he wants to examine.

I look at the rows of boxes. My entire existence, disassembled into categories, labeled, stored at optimal humidity. More care than anyone has ever taken with me. More attention than my absent mother, my revolving-door foster homes, my indifferent thesis advisors. Every detail noticed. Every pattern honored. Every version of me—the hungry version, the exhausted version, the laughing-at-a-paperback version—considered worthy of preservation.

That's the part no one would understand. That's the part I can barely understand myself.

"It's thorough," I say.

Something shifts behind his eyes. Not warmth—Atlas doesn't do warmth. Recognition, maybe. The satisfaction of a hypothesis confirmed.

His thumb traces a slow circle against the nape of my neck. I don't pull away.

Eternity, Nevada. Population: two. A dead town resurrected by a man with more money than conscience, and a woman who came to study the past without realizing that a monster had already studied her—dissected her loneliness, mapped her fractures, and built a cage so beautiful, so perfectly tailored to the shape of her wounds, that escaping it would mean crawling back into a world that never once noticed she was gone.

The vault hums around us. Sixty-two degrees. Optimal preservation.

I pick up the next file, slide on my gloves, and keep cataloging.

Some ruins, it turns out, prefer to stay buried.
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The Grant

Clara

Silence has a particular weight in a university library at 11:47 PM—not the absence of sound, but the presence of something heavier. The hum of fluorescent tubes. The tick of a heating vent struggling against a Chicago January. The soft, wet cough of the only other person on the fourth floor, some philosophy doctoral candidate slowly dying of caffeine poisoning three carrels down.

I hadn't moved in four hours.

My lower back had fused to the wooden chair. My right hand was cramped around a mechanical pencil I'd stolen from the reference desk because I couldn't afford to replace the one that broke last week. And the screen in front of me displayed the same email I'd read forty-one times since it arrived at 6:03 PM, each reading producing the same neurological cocktail of disbelief and nausea.

Dear Ms. Gallagher,

Following a rigorous review of your published work on American frontier settlements and post-abandonment cultural erosion, the Voss Heritage Trust is pleased to extend a formal offer of contract employment for the comprehensive cataloging and historical preservation of the township of Eternity, Nevada (est. 1887, abandoned 1903). The assignment term is six months. Compensation: $210,000, disbursed in monthly installments, plus housing, transportation, and all living expenses on-site.

Two hundred and ten thousand dollars.

I made $31,400 last year. Before taxes. Teaching four sections of freshman survey history to auditoriums full of students who thought the Louisiana Purchase was a mall in Baton Rouge.

My checking account held $212.38. My credit cards were dead. Three of them—declined in a single humiliating cascade at the Walgreens on Clark Street last Tuesday while the cashier watched me do the math on which items to put back. Toothpaste stayed. Vitamins went. Deodorant stayed. The off-brand ibuprofen I needed for the migraines that had become daily visitors—gone.

Two hundred and ten thousand dollars would erase everything. The $87,000 in student loans compounding like a tumor. The two months of back rent my landlord had started leaving Post-it notes about—passive-aggressive yellow squares stuck to my door with messages like Friendly reminder! and Let's chat soon :). The quiet, corrosive shame of being twenty-six years old with a master's degree and less financial stability than the nineteen-year-old barista who made my once-a-week drip coffee with visible pity.

I read the email a forty-second time.

The township of Eternity is located in a remote region of Nye County, Nevada, approximately 96 miles from the nearest populated area. The site has been acquired in its entirety by the Voss Heritage Trust for purposes of preservation and private archival study. You would be the sole researcher on-site. Accommodations have been prepared to ensure your comfort during the assignment period.

Sole researcher. Ninety-five miles from anything. Six months in a dead town in the desert with nobody but dust and documents for company.

Three years ago, this would have terrified me. Now it sounded like mercy.

I minimized the email and opened a browser tab. Typed Voss Heritage Trust into the search bar. The results were thin—a sparse corporate website with no photographs, registered in Delaware, board of directors unlisted. A few references in obscure architectural preservation journals. One article in a Reno newspaper from eighteen months ago about a private buyer acquiring "the remains of a historic Nevada settlement for an undisclosed sum."

No scandal. No red flags. Just money—enormous, faceless, institutional money doing what enormous money does: buying things that aren't for sale and making them disappear behind holding companies and NDAs.

I typed Atlas Voss.

Nothing. Or close to nothing. A LinkedIn profile with no photo, listing only "Private Investor" and "Voss Capital Partners." A single line in a Forbes subsidiary article about anonymous land acquisitions in the American West. No interviews. No philanthropy galas. No press.

A ghost funding the resurrection of a ghost town.

The philosophy student coughed again—a wet, rattling sound that bounced off the stacks and died somewhere near the fire exit. I pulled my cardigan tighter. The library thermostat had been broken since November, and the administration's solution was a laminated sign taped to the wall that read: We appreciate your patience while facilities addresses the climate control issue! The typo had been there for nine weeks. Nobody cared enough to fix it.

I cared. That particular misuse of a plural noun where a singular verb was required had become a personal enemy—a tiny, grammatical monument to institutional neglect that greeted me every night. I'd considered correcting it with a Sharpie. Multiple times.

This is what happens when your brain has nothing to metabolize except debt and fluorescent light. It turns feral over punctuation.

My phone buzzed. A text from my landlord, Greg.

Hey Clara! Just checking in. Any update on February? No pressure! 😊

The emoji made my stomach fold. Greg was a forty-four-year-old man who owned a six-unit building in Logan Square and communicated exclusively through the rhetoric of a kindergarten teacher managing a difficult child. No pressure. Friendly reminder. Let's chat soon. Each message a velvet-wrapped eviction notice.

I set the phone face down on the carrel.

Two hundred and ten thousand dollars. Six months. A desert.

The rational part of my brain—the part that had survived foster care, survived a full academic scholarship earned on four hours of sleep a night, survived the systematic financial dismantling of the past year—that part said: Something is wrong with this offer. Nobody pays $210,000 for archival work on an abandoned settlement that doesn't even merit a Wikipedia entry. The compensation is outsized. The isolation is extreme. The employer is invisible.

The desperate part—the part that couldn't afford ibuprofen—said: Open the attachment. Read the contract. Sign it tonight.

I opened the attachment.

Forty-three pages. Dense legal language. Standard non-disclosure provisions, intellectual property clauses, liability waivers. A section on "remote site conditions" that read like a survival manual—extreme heat advisories, limited communication infrastructure, wildlife precautions. Coyotes, rattlesnakes, scorpions. No cellular coverage. Satellite phone provided for emergencies.

Buried on page thirty-one, a clause I almost missed:

The Contractor acknowledges that the Site is located in a region of limited accessibility and agrees that departure from the Site prior to contract completion will require coordination with the Trust's logistics team. Unauthorized departure is inadvisable due to geographic hazards and may result in forfeiture of compensation.

I read it again. Unauthorized departure is inadvisable.

Not prohibited. Inadvisable. The language was careful—legally defensible, practically ominous. A locked door disguised as a suggestion.

My pencil tapped the desk. A nervous metronome.

Ninety-five miles of desert. No cell service. One satellite phone. A contract that discouraged leaving. An employer who didn't exist on the internet.

I should have closed the laptop. I should have deleted the email, paid Greg what I could, picked up a second adjunct position at another community college, and continued the slow, dignified process of drowning in broad daylight.

Instead, I thought about what $210,000 would feel like. Not the money itself—the absence of its opposite. No more Post-it notes. No more declined cards. No more choosing between toothpaste and pain relief under the fluorescent gaze of a stranger. Just silence. Clean, empty, unburdened silence in a place where nobody expected anything from me except a catalog of ruins.

I was already an expert in ruins. My entire life was an excavation of things other people had abandoned.

I typed a reply.

Dear Mr. Voss, Thank you for this generous offer. I am pleased to accept the position. Please advise on travel arrangements at your earliest convenience. Sincerely, Clara Gallagher.

My finger hovered over the trackpad for three seconds. Maybe four.

I clicked send.

The fluorescent tube above my carrel flickered once—a brief, arrhythmic stutter—then stabilized. The philosophy student had gone quiet. The heating vent ticked on. And somewhere in the desert, ninety-six miles from the nearest living person, a man I had never met received a notification on a screen I would never see, read my acceptance, and smiled for the first time in eleven months.

I didn't know that yet.

I wouldn't know it for a long time.
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The Architect

Atlas

She bit her thumbnail before she clicked send.

A microscopic tell—left hand rising to her mouth, the pad of her thumb pressing against her lower teeth for exactly two seconds while her right index finger hovered over the trackpad. The library's internal security camera caught it in 1080p, angled seventeen degrees downward from a ceiling-mounted housing unit that the DePaul University facilities department hadn't inspected since 2019.

I'd been watching that particular camera for four months.

Not continuously. I'm not inefficient. A custom algorithm flagged motion at Carrel 7, fourth floor, Humanities wing, between the hours of 8:00 PM and 1:00 AM, Monday through Saturday. Those were her hours. Consistent to within an eleven-minute variance. Clara Gallagher was a creature of exhausted routine, and exhausted routines are the easiest patterns to predict, exploit, and eventually own.

The notification pulsed on my secondary monitor—the one dedicated exclusively to her—at 11:52 PM Central Standard Time. I was in the east wing of the Eternity compound, seated at a desk made of reclaimed Douglas fir from the town's original 1887 schoolhouse, drinking water from a glass that cost more than her monthly rent.

Dear Mr. Voss, Thank you for this generous offer. I am pleased to accept the position.

Twelve words. Polite. Professional. Faintly desperate beneath the stiff syntax—a woman performing composure as a structural beam performs stability right before it buckles.

I set the glass down. Aligned it with the coaster's edge. Opened a fresh line in the project log—a spreadsheet so extensive it required its own dedicated server, backed up in triplicate across three continents—and typed:

Phase 4 complete. Subject accepted contract. Elapsed time from offer to acceptance: 5 hours, 49 minutes. Within projected window (4–8 hours). Thumbnail-biting observed at moment of commitment. Stress indicator consistent with financial duress override of risk assessment. Proceed to Phase 5: Extraction.

I closed the log. Pulled up her file.

Not the sanitized version I'd sent to the attorneys—the real one. Seven hundred and twelve pages. Three years of meticulous acquisition, organized into subsections that would have impressed any intelligence agency on the planet and horrified every therapist.

Section 1: Biographical Foundation. Born Clara Margaux Gallagher, Cook County, Illinois, March 14, 1999. Mother: Renée Gallagher, deceased, 2005. Cause: hepatic failure secondary to alcoholism. Father: unknown. No birth certificate amendment, no paternity claim filed. Foster system entry: age six. Seven placements in twelve years. Academic scholarship to DePaul, 2017. Master's in American History, 2023. Published thesis: "Dust and Dominion: The Cultural Erasure of Abandoned Western Settlements." Fourteen citations in peer-reviewed journals. Zero job security.

Section 2: Financial Architecture. This was my favorite section. I didn’t enjoy her suffering—suffering is inefficient, a symptom of systemic failure I intended to correct—but because the data was elegant. Predictable. Each financial pressure point I'd engineered over the past fourteen months had produced exactly the predictable response my models projected.

The Whitfield Grant. That was the first domino. Clara had been shortlisted for a $45,000 research fellowship that would have stabilized her for two years. A single phone call from a Voss Capital subsidiary to the Whitfield Foundation's board chair—framed as a "concern about allocation priorities"—and the grant went to a less qualified candidate studying maritime trade routes in colonial Massachusetts. Clara received a form rejection. I watched her read it through her laptop's webcam. She didn't cry. She pressed both palms flat against the desk and held them there for ninety seconds, breathing through her nose, then opened a job board and started scrolling.

Resilience. Quantifiable, reproducible, and exactly the trait I required.

The rent increase came next. Greg Novak, her landlord, owned six units in Logan Square and carried $340,000 in adjustable-rate mortgage debt. A shell company I controlled purchased his loan from the original lender, then applied pressure through a third-party management firm that suggested "market-rate adjustments." Greg, sweating over numbers he didn't understand, tripled Clara's rent. He thought it was his own idea. People always do.

Then the adjunct position at Harold Washington College—dissolved overnight when the humanities department "restructured." The department chair received an anonymous donation of $2.1 million earmarked for STEM expansion, contingent on a staffing reallocation plan that eliminated three adjunct lines. Clara's was one of them.

Each cut precise. Each traceable only if you knew where to look, and nobody was looking, because nobody looks at adjunct historians. They exist in the peripheral vision of institutional America—underpaid, overqualified, invisible. Clara had spent her entire adult life perfecting invisibility.

I was the first person who'd ever truly seen her.

The compound was quiet. It was always quiet—273 acres of rehabilitated ghost town in a basin of alkali desert, sixty-one miles from the nearest paved road, ninety-five from the nearest gas station, and one hundred and fourteen from the closest structure occupied by a living human being. I'd purchased Eternity in 2022 for $4.7 million—a sum so trivial relative to my holdings that my accountant hadn't even flagged it for review. The restoration cost significantly more. $38 million to date, and counting.

The main residence occupied the footprint of the original founder's house but shared nothing with it except the address. Poured concrete. Ballistic glass. Climate systems redundant to the third degree. A security infrastructure that would have made a head of state uncomfortable—not because it was visible, but because it wasn't. Two hundred and sixteen cameras, none larger than a shirt button, embedded in the wood and stone and iron of every restored structure in town. Motion sensors calibrated to distinguish between a human footstep and a jackrabbit's. Thermal imaging that could track a body's heat signature through walls.

Eternity was not a town. It was an instrument. And every wire, every lens, every algorithm ran back to a single terminal in my east wing office, where I sat drinking water and watching a twenty-six-year-old woman in a freezing library accept an invitation she didn't understand.

I opened the live feed from her carrel. She'd closed the laptop. Sat motionless, staring at the dark screen with an expression I'd cataloged before—Post-decision stillness. Parasympathetic engagement following acute stress response. Duration: typically 30–90 seconds before secondary cognitive processing initiates doubt.

She didn't doubt. Not this time. She stood, packed her bag with the mechanical efficiency of a person who has practiced poverty long enough to eliminate all wasted motion, and walked toward the elevator.

Camera three picked her up in the lobby. Camera six caught her exiting onto West Fullerton. The city's own surveillance network—traffic cams, ATM lenses, storefront security—carried her the rest of the way to her apartment building, a water-stained three-story walkup where the hallway lights flickered with the arrhythmic persistence of a dying pulse.

She climbed the stairs. Unlocked her door. Disappeared from my view for the eleven seconds it took me to switch to the interior feed—a pinhole camera I'd had installed during a "routine maintenance visit" Greg Novak had authorized six months ago without reading the service order.

Her apartment was cold. She kept the thermostat at fifty-eight degrees to save on the gas bill. I knew this because I'd been monitoring her utility usage since October 2024. She dropped her bag on the floor, sat on the edge of her bed—a mattress on a metal frame, no headboard, sheets washed to translucence—and pressed both palms flat against her thighs.

The same gesture. Palms down. Breathing regulated. A self-soothing mechanism developed, I suspected, in one of the seven foster homes, where showing distress invited consequences.

I watched her for forty-three minutes. She didn't move to the kitchen. Didn't check her phone. Didn't undress. Just sat on the edge of that stripped-down bed in a fifty-eight-degree apartment and stared at the wall with the thousand-yard focus of a woman recalculating every variable of her existence.

At 12:41 AM, she reached for the pillow, lay on her side without pulling the blanket over her body, and closed her eyes.

Asleep by 12:49. Respiration rate: fourteen breaths per minute. Consistent with exhaustion-induced collapse rather than restful onset.

I closed the feed. Updated the log.

Subject secured. Arrival: estimated 10–14 days pending logistical coordination. Compound preparation checklist: initiated. Emotional baseline at time of acceptance: depleted, isolated, financially critical. Optimal conditions for integration.

My hand rested on the edge of the desk. The Douglas fir was smooth under my fingers—sanded, oiled, preserved from a schoolhouse where children once learned cursive and long division before the water table dropped and their parents packed wagons in the dark.

Everything in Eternity had been abandoned once.

I pulled up the blueprints for the guest quarters—her quarters, though she didn't know that yet. Thread count of the sheets: 1,200. Mattress: custom orthopedic, calibrated to the spinal measurements I'd extracted from a medical scan she'd had at a campus health clinic in 2022. The clinic's digital records had cost me $6,000 to access. The mattress cost $14,000 to build.

She would sleep better here than she'd ever slept in her life. She would eat food prepared by algorithms that knew her palate better than she did. She would work in a climate-controlled archive stocked with genuine historical artifacts—because the illusion had to be perfect before I dissolved it.

The desert wind pressed against the ballistic glass. A low, constant moan that most people would find unbearable.

I found it precise. The sound of a world emptied of everything unnecessary.

Fourteen days. Maybe twelve, if her landlord accelerated. I'd send Greg another message through the management company in the morning. Something about an inspection. Something with a deadline.

The chess term is Zugzwang—a position in which every move available to the opponent worsens their situation. Clara Gallagher had been in Zugzwang for fourteen months.

She just didn't know who was playing.
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Eternity, Nevada

Clara

Forty thousand feet below a helicopter, the earth stops pretending to be hospitable.

I learned this in the first twenty minutes of the flight from Las Vegas—a city I'd spent exactly ninety-one minutes in, long enough to collect my luggage from the carousel at Harry Reid International and be escorted by a man in a black polo shirt to a private helipad on the airport's eastern perimeter. He didn't introduce himself. Didn't offer his name or a handshake. Just lifted my suitcase into the cargo hold of a matte-black Airbus H160 with the practiced indifference of someone who moves expensive things for a living and has stopped being impressed by any of them.

The helicopter's interior smelled like new leather and filtered air. Two rear-facing seats upholstered in charcoal gray. A console stocked with bottled water—glass, not plastic—and a small tray of food I didn't touch. Almonds. Dried apricots. A dark chocolate bar with a label in French.

My handler—I didn't know what else to call him—sat in the cockpit beside the pilot and hadn't looked at me once since takeoff.

Below, Nevada unraveled.

Las Vegas gave way to its suburbs, the suburbs to scrubland, the scrubland to a tan emptiness so vast it made my chest tighten. No roads. No structures. No indication that human beings had ever considered this landscape worth the trouble of occupying. Just ridgeline after ridgeline of sun-bleached rock and alkali flats that shimmered under the afternoon heat like the surface of a lake that didn't exist.

Mirage country. A place built on optical lies.

I pressed my forehead against the window. The glass was cold despite the external temperature—the climate system in this aircraft probably cost more than my graduate education—and I focused on the sensation because it was concrete, verifiable, not subject to the accelerating unreality of the past twelve days.

Twelve days since I'd clicked send. Nine since the logistics package arrived—a FedEx envelope containing a first-class plane ticket, a nondisclosure agreement thicker than my thesis, and a single sheet of cream-colored stationery with typed instructions. A representative will meet you at baggage claim. Please pack for an extended stay in an arid climate. All specialized equipment and research materials will be provided on-site.

No phone number. No email for follow-up questions. No photograph of the site or the employer.

I'd signed everything. Mailed back the NDA in the prepaid envelope. Packed two suitcases—one with clothes, one with the personal library I couldn't bear to leave in an apartment I was ninety percent certain Greg Novak would have cleared out by April regardless of whether I paid February's rent.

My departure from Chicago had the ceremonial weight of a candle being blown out. No goodbye party. No tearful roommate at the door. I didn't have a roommate. I didn't have anyone who would notice the gap my absence created, because there was no gap. Adjunct historians don't leave gaps. They leave empty carrels and uncollected mail.

"Thirty minutes out."

The pilot's voice through the headset. Clipped. Professional. The first words anyone had spoken to me since I'd landed in Nevada.

I pressed my face harder into the glass and watched the terrain change.

The basin dropped. Rock formations rose along the periphery like broken molars—dark, volcanic, streaked with mineral deposits that caught the light in colors I didn't have names for. Burnt sienna. Oxidized copper. A purple so deep it looked like a bruise on the earth's surface. And in the center of this geological amphitheater, nested in a shallow depression where two dry creek beds intersected, a town.

Not a ruin. Not the sagging, weather-stripped carcasses I'd studied in photographs—collapsed roofs and sand-choked doorways and the skeletal remains of commercial ambitions that the desert had swallowed whole. This was something else.

Eternity, Nevada, had been rebuilt.

From the air, the layout was unmistakable—a classic frontier grid. One main street running north-south, intersected by four cross streets. Buildings lining both sides, their facades restored to a exactitude that looked almost surgical. A church steeple at the northern end. A two-story structure that might have been a hotel or a general store at the southern. Smaller buildings—residences, workshops, storage—fanning out along the cross streets in diminishing scale.

And at the far western edge, set apart from the town grid by two hundred yards of cleared desert, a house.

Not a frontier house. Not a restoration. A compound—low, angular, modern, built from materials that had no business existing in the same zip code as an 1887 settlement. Concrete and glass and dark metal, spread across the landscape like a predator lying flat against the ground. Solar arrays on the roof. A walled courtyard. What appeared to be an underground garage, its entrance a clean rectangle cut into the earth.

Two worlds occupying the same coordinates. A ghost town and a fortress. Past and present, separated by two hundred yards and about $40 million.

The helicopter banked. My stomach dropped.

We touched down on a concrete pad fifty meters south of the compound, the rotors kicking a cyclone of alkali dust that whited out the windows for ten full seconds before settling. The handler climbed out, opened my door, and extended a hand I didn't take. I stepped onto solid ground with legs that felt borrowed.

Heat. Immediate, comprehensive, hostile. Not the humid heaviness of a Chicago summer—this was a dry, mineral pressure that hit my skin and pulled moisture from it like a debt collector extracting what was owed. My eyes watered. My lips cracked in the time it took me to inhale twice.

And the silence.

Not the absence of city noise—I'd expected that. This was annihilative quiet. No birdsong. No wind, now that the rotors had stilled. No electrical hum, no distant engine, no proof that machinery or life existed within a hundred miles. Just the sound of my own pulse knocking against my eardrums and the faint, crystalline tick of the helicopter's engine cooling in the sun.

I stood on that helipad with my two suitcases and felt the silence wrap around me like a bandage applied too tight.

"Ms. Gallagher."

The voice came from the direction of the compound. Male. Low-register. Each syllable given its full phonetic weight, as if language were a precision instrument he'd been trained to operate without waste.

He was standing at the edge of the courtyard wall. I hadn't seen him approach—either he'd been there before we landed, waiting, or he moved with the kind of economy that didn't register as motion until it was already complete.

Tall. Lean in a way that suggested discipline rather than deprivation. Dark hair, cropped close. A white linen shirt with the sleeves rolled to the forearms—not casually, not the way a normal person pushes up their sleeves when it's hot, but with each fold aligned to the same width. Pressed trousers. Leather shoes that had no dust on them, which in this environment required either supernatural intervention or the kind of obsessive maintenance that borders on clinical.

His face was angular, clean-shaven, composed to express exactly as much as he intended and nothing more. Eyes the color of tarnished silver—pale, reflective, unsettling in the way that mirrored surfaces are unsettling, because they show you yourself while revealing nothing of what's behind them.

He didn't smile. Didn't extend his hand. Didn't move toward me at all.

"Welcome to Eternity."

"Mr. Voss."

"Atlas."

First name. No title. The informality felt strategic—a door opened one inch to see if I'd step through.

"Atlas," I repeated. The word sat strangely in my mouth. Heavy. Mythological. The name of a man condemned to hold up the sky, or a man arrogant enough to believe he already did.

"Your quarters are in the east wing. Your workspace has been prepared in the main archive building—the former general store on the central avenue. I'll walk you through the collection tomorrow morning." He paused. One beat. Measured. "Are you hungry?"

"I'm—yes. Actually."

"Dinner is at seven. The kitchen is in the west wing. I eat alone, but tonight I'll make an exception."

He turned and walked toward the compound entrance without waiting for a response. The handler materialized beside me, collected my suitcases, and followed.

I stood on the helipad. The helicopter pilot was running through a post-flight checklist in the cockpit, visor down, headset still on. As I watched, he completed his sequence, gave me a two-finger salute through the windshield, and began spooling the rotors back up.

"Wait—" I stepped forward. "When does the helicopter come back?"

The question was swallowed by the engine's rising whine. The pilot either didn't hear me or chose not to. Dust erupted. I shielded my face. And by the time the air cleared, the Airbus was a black speck climbing against a sky so blue and so empty it looked fake—a painted ceiling in a room with no doors.

I turned back toward the compound. Atlas Voss had disappeared inside. The courtyard gate stood open. Beyond it, a hallway of polished concrete led into shadow.

The silence resettled. Heavier now. Proprietary. As if it had briefly tolerated the helicopter's intrusion and was now reasserting its dominion over every square inch of breathable air.

I picked up the carry-on bag the handler had left at my feet—my laptop, my notebooks, the secondhand briefcase—and walked toward the open gate.

Ninety-five miles from the nearest town. No car. No phone signal. One helicopter, gone.

Somewhere above me, recessed into the courtyard's concrete lintel at an angle I wouldn't notice for another six weeks, a camera the size of a collar button recorded my first step across the threshold.
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CHAPTER FOUR
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The First Supper

Atlas

She chose the chair facing the door.

Predictable. Textbook, in fact. Hypervigilant individuals select seating positions that maximize visual control of entry and exit points—a behavioral residue of environments where threats arrived without warning. Foster child number seven of seven placements. I'd read the case files. Two of those homes had produced police reports. One had produced a fractured radius in a nine-year-old girl who told the ER nurse she'd fallen off her bicycle.

Clara Gallagher hadn't owned a bicycle.

I noted her choice of chair the way I cataloged everything—without visible reaction, filed in the running index I maintained behind my eyes during every interaction. Chair selection: defensive. Hands: folded in her lap, fingers interlaced, thumbs pressed together. A containment posture. She was holding herself in place the way you hold a cracked vase—carefully, with the understanding that any sudden pressure would complete the fracture.

The dining room occupied the southwest corner of the compound, walled on two sides by floor-to-ceiling glass that framed the desert in golden-hour light. I'd designed this room for this specific hour. The angle of the panels, the height of the table, the position of the two chairs—everything calibrated so that the dying sun would pour across the surface like spilled amber, warming the concrete and the linen and the crystal stemware into something that approximated human warmth without requiring me to produce any.

Atmosphere is architecture. I'd learned that early.

"You set two places," she said.

An observation, not a question. Her voice had changed since the helipad—the professional steadiness was still there, but underneath it, a thinness. The altitude and the heat and the silence were working on her. Dehydration accelerates anxiety. I'd calculated for this. The bottled water in the helicopter had been room temperature rather than chilled, because cold water slows absorption and I needed her slightly depleted by dinner. Not dangerously. Just enough to sand down the edges of her vigilance.
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