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Chapter One



Tomorrow the world would end. Tonight they had guests.

Flight Engineer Cynthia Han idly studied the white metal of the mating dock and worked to keep herself still. Fidgeting would be a good way to set herself spinning or tumbling or otherwise looking the fool. She settled for double-checking that her ponytail—what passed for high fashion in low orbit—wasn’t crooked.

“Tell me again,” she asked, as two-thirds of Expedition 81 floated and bobbed across the length of Node 2, “why the Sunday best?”

Cynthia, along with Commander Clarence Walker, and Kolya Rybalkin of Russia’s Roscomos space program, had formed as near a line, shoulder to shoulder, as the inconveniences of microgravity would permit. The fourth, Hashida Natsuhiko—easily the smallest of them, but having claimed he’d met the Japanese space program’s minimum-height requirements solely through positive thinking—was hunkered down, feet in stirrups to hold himself in place, at the robotic workstation. From there, he operated the grappling arm and coordinated with the incoming capsule.

All were dressed, not in the casual wear that was normal working attire on the International Space Station, but in their official mission jumpsuits, complete with flags and expedition patches.

“They’re our first guests,” Walker said, apparently unbothered by the fact that he was repeating himself. “We’re being good hosts.”

Cynthia had the discipline, and a respect for the commander she offered few others, neither to roll her eyes nor sigh. Barely.

Nobody was ready for Clarence Walker’s voice the first time they heard it. Not only was the Expedition Commander six-foot-three with shoulders so broad you could crucify a smaller man on them, he was also a former Marine. Natsuhiko said once that he didn’t follow the commander so much as orbit him. The day they’d met, several years and several missions ago, Cynthia had expected James Earl Jones when Walker opened his mouth. Or at least Keith David.

What she’d heard, instead, was more Morgan Freeman on a really quiet day. It hadn’t taken her long, though, to recognize why. Commander Walker spoke softly because he damn well expected you to pay attention, to jump when he ordered it, if that was your job. If you didn’t? That soft voice was worse than any shout.

None of which, nor the esteem in which his crew held him, meant they wouldn’t question or complain or even snark when the situation was anything less than dire.

“No, I get that. But Ethan’s spent more time up here than most of us,” she countered. “We don’t need to impress him. The others are an amateur…” She tried and failed to keep the distaste from her mouth; Cynthia’s opinions on “corporate astronauts” wasn’t precisely a secret. “…and a tourist.” With that one, she didn’t even try.

“Pilot,” the commander corrected her. “And the preferred term is ‘space flight participant.’”

“My preferred term—”

“He’s also funding several of our experiments, he’s the reason we’re seeing Ethan again, and most of all, his presence was approved, so we’re going to be respectful.”

Approved. Like NASA had a choice. As long as they were dependent on private companies or Russian craft for travel and supplies, they had little option but to put up with whomever their partners sold seats to. She caught the hint of tightening in Clarence’s tone, though. Best not push any further. Instead, she checked her ponytail again—her paranoia over her appearance yet another of Mom’s gifts, thanks so much—and said, “All right, so why do Grigory and JD get to skip out?”

“Somebody has to actually do work around here.”

“Trust me, Clarence, this is work.”

Kolya snorted. “I think they probably think to offer bribe before we do,” he said through an accent not quite as thick as the airlock. “Next time, we must be more quick.”

“I accept cash, allotments of breakfast packets, and sriracha,” Walker offered. Then, “Cynthia? I know you don’t take this seriously, but please. ‘Commander Walker’ while our guests are here, okay?”

Wow, if she’d barely kept her expression polite and still before… “All right. Since you asked so nicely.”

“I’m so—”

“Docking successful.” Natsuhiko’s announcement was punctuated by a heavy clang that reverberated throughout the ISS. No accent there that Cynthia had ever noticed. Despite English not being his first language—or second, or possibly even third—nobody would guess he wasn’t a native speaker. The two Russians occasionally accused him of witchcraft. “Seals look good. I think we can welcome our guests with only a tiny chance of losing them all to the vacuum of space.”

“All I can ask for,” Walker said. “Shall we?”

Buttons were pushed, latches were unlatched, and the hatchway finally swung inward. A quick gust shot through Node 2 (“Harmony” to the PR folks), a puff of air just a bit cooler, with the faint metallic, almost gunpowder tang so common to space travel.

The first of the new arrivals expertly shot through the opening, catching and orienting himself on a handrail. He wasn’t quite as tall as Walker, though his lanky frame made him look it, or quite as old. Despite his relative pallor, he’d have been a strikingly handsome man if he’d had anything resembling a chin. As it was, Cynthia decided with an inward smile, she wouldn’t be the one to tell him the new goatee didn’t hide the lack.

“Commander Walker,” he said in greeting.

“Doctor Bell.” Walker extended a hand. “Welcome back.”

“What is this?” Kolya demanded in mock outrage. “No ‘Permission to come aboard’? I thought this was formal occasion!”

Walker’s cheek twitched.

Bell smiled broadly, reached out and clasped Kolya’s forearm. “How’ve you been, Russkie?”

“Well, Imperialist Pig. You?”

“Oh, can’t complain.”

“But you will anyway, I think.”

Then it was her turn, and the expression he turned her way, though swiftly smothered by a returning smile, worried her. “Cyn.”

“Ethan.” She wanted to hug him. She wanted to hide from him. She settled for a moment of clasped fingers. “Happy to be back?”

“Very. Almost as happy as I am to be out of there.” A tilt of the head indicated the hatch, from which sounds of a whispered argument were beginning to creep.

“I thought the Crew Dragon was supposed to be comfortable?”

“That,” Ethan said, lips going flat, “depends entirely on who you’re sharing it with…”

Ethan, it turned out, had understated things.

After the mess and the hassle of the following hours, Cynthia had been only too happy to call it a night, to crawl into her sleeping bag and let the world go away.

She wished it had never come back.

Agony, pounding, a foreign presence insinuating itself first into her dreams and then dragging her, rough and slow, from the solace of unconsciousness. She thrashed in the darkness, moving before she was aware she’d awoken. Her body tried to jackknife forward, her stomach ready to empty itself. The bungee cord that kept her sleeping bag tethered to the wall yanked her up short, the jolt enough to fully wake her.

Her arms, left unrestrained thanks to the slits in the bag, floundered desperately around her. One hand slapped against the privacy door of the tiny nook, ensuring she’d tugged it shut last night. She always did, but even the pain couldn’t quite crowd out the paranoia.

The other reached back, groping for the small bags she’d hidden, tucked away between the sleeping bag and the white-cushioned wall. By the time she got one up to her mouth, however, her stomach had sullenly calmed.

Deep breaths. Slow.

This was bad, one of the worst since she’d come aboard. Please, God, let it be a fluke. I can’t be getting worse. Not so soon…

She reached again, now to another little plastic packet taped to the back of the sleeping bag. This one contained a handful of pills and a prefilled syringe. For about a year, her fingers lingered over the rounded ends of the latter.

No. The pain might be bad enough, but she’d be expected to be up and about in… Minutes? Hours? Whatever.

The pills, then. No Dilaudid, just Vicodin.

“Just.”

She shoveled two into her mouth, grabbed for the bag of water Velcroed to the wall, and almost bit through the cap on the straw. Lukewarm water bubbled up and across the roof of her mouth before she could make her throat remember how to swallow.

Cap. Close the cap.

She fumbled at it, fingers resisting her commands. She felt like a newbie at the simulator again, trying to coax and cajole the computer model of the station’s robotic arm. A few drops escaped the bag, little wobbling and glistening spheres floating on their merry way, before she managed to snap it shut. Not enough to cause problems. They’d go splat somewhere inside her sleep station and disappear into the padding.

God, if she’d thrown up, though…

If she’d thrown up before she could get to a bag. If the acoustic blanket that covered every bit of the sleep stations like a padded cell hadn’t muffled the sounds of her thrashing. If she’d had an episode this nasty in front of anyone else.

If, if, Goddamn fucking if.

Mother wouldn’t approve of the language. Neither would Clarence.

Fuck ’em.

She giggled softly, winced at the pain it caused, winced at the pain wincing caused. Forcing herself to still, she hung from the sleeping bag, head and arms floating—like a drowned body—and waited for the painkillers to take the edge off.

Waited to be Cynthia again.

It was the damn get-together last night that’d done this. Had to be. Clarence and his stupid insistence that they welcome their “guests” formally, have a meal together, stay up late catching up and getting to know and blah, blah, blah.

And okay, yes, visitors weren’t normally a thing when the commute was two-hundred and fifty miles straight up. This was a big deal. Cynthia was genuinely happy to see Ethan, for all that she could have cheerfully introduced his traveling companion to any one of the temptingly handy airlocks.

Or at least, she would have been happy to see him, except…

Maybe she should just tell him. Maybe he could help.

Sure, if you want to be on the ground a day later. Permanently.

Nope. Mouth shut.

In any case, big deal or not, old friends or not, important and self-important space tourists or not, Cynthia was a creature of routine. Last night had kept her awake, talking and listening and generally growing irritable. The notion that that was enough to trigger an episode was bad.

The notion that maybe the episode didn’t need a trigger was worse.

The drugs must have been kicking in. She was thinking clearly—well, clearer. Fortunately, she’d never been particularly prone to being knocked loopy by her meds.

Still, she squeezed her eyes shut before flipping on the light. Only when the glow beyond her eyelids, turning black to red, failed to return the railroad spike to her skull did she open them again.

White padding to all sides. Laptop on a stand beneath the light fixture, currently as asleep as she wished she were. Water bottle and books and storage sacks Velcroed to the wall, photos taped between them, more empty Velcro and more empty tape waiting for whatever else she might decide to stick there. All happily at home in a space most people would be ashamed to call a closet.

Everything as it should be. She hadn’t knocked anything askew, hadn’t vomited before she was awake enough to realize it.

Whether the sigh was one of relief, or one of resignation that her luck wouldn’t hold out forever, Cynthia couldn’t say. The deep lungful of recycled, vaguely metallic air was invigorating, though. It smelled of work, of accomplishment, of something she could be proud of.

And if this was going to be her last expedition, she damn well wasn’t going to let herself be booted early.

“Well,” she muttered to the nook at large. “I’m sure as hell not getting back to sleep.”

What now? She’d love a long, hot, luxurious shower, but a “shower” up here was a brisk rubdown with a wet and soapy cloth. She’d probably need a quick pass—she could feel the black strands of sweat-plastered hair against her cheek, her forehead—but that was a matter of a minute or two.

Get an early start on work? She side-eyed the slumbering laptop, but no. Anything work-related would mean tapping into some other system on the station, which would leave a record, and she really didn’t want to explain to anyone why she’d been up so early.

She even, now that she was feeling halfway herself, gave a second’s thought to shaving. But hell, it wasn’t as though she was trying to impress anyone up here.

Or anywhere else, anymore.

One of the photos on the wall called her name. She ignored it.

Nah. She wasn’t sticking to the Velcro yet. Shaving could wait another few days.

She could catch up on her reading. Cynthia had been halfway through a superhero novel called Sacred Band before liftoff, had brought it with her to finish. But Autumn had given her that book, and so far that fact had prevented her from turning another page.

Hell with it. A movie then.

Cynthia reached out, grabbed her headset, poked a random key to wake the laptop…

And finally saw the time.

07:06.

She couldn’t take it in. Her brain rejected it, refusing to let it register. She found herself, insanely, rubbing at the screen, as though it were a streak or spec that could be wiped away.

07:06.

The warning and announcement speakers still hung on the wall, up and to the left. Nobody had sneaked in and removed them during the night. Maybe they’d somehow both failed? But even then, with every other speaker in the station singing at the same time, the soundproofing in her quarters wouldn’t have stood a chance. She still should have—

07:07.

With that, Cynthia’s bewilderment drowned in a surge of panicked adrenaline.

An hour and seven minutes. The headache hadn’t woken her up early, she’d overslept by an hour and seven Goddamn minutes!

She yanked the zipper of the sleeping bag almost hard enough to tear it, lifting her knees and kicking free of the confining fabric. Two quick scrubs of a towel across her face to remove the sweat—no time for that “shower” now—a grab for the tiny plastic box of elastic bands next to the water pouch. A moment’s fumbling, until she’d managed a ponytail that wasn’t too far off-center, and then she was hauling open the door to her sleep station, kicking herself out into the hall, and grabbing for the nearest handhold.

Furious at herself, even more embarrassed, Cynthia shot down the hallway of Node 2, living quarters to more than half the members of the International Space Station’s Expedition 81.

Had she been a bit less flustered, a bit less panicked, a bit less certain that oversleeping was some personal fault, it might have occurred to her to check the other sleep stations—on the wall across from hers, the floor, the ceiling—to see if anyone still slumbered within.

But she wasn’t, and it didn’t.

The walls blurred past, looking as unfinished to Cynthia’s mind as always. Padded storage compartments. Electronics and exposed computer ports, sprouting spaghetti-bowls of wires and cables and cords (oh, my). Cameras and laptop stations, workbenches folded up against the wall, sacks and pouches stuffed in every nook and cranny, enough tape and Velcro to hold the station together without a single bolt or weld.

And of course, everywhere, the blue handholds, intended for just this purpose if maybe not quite this speed. A good thing, too, since she’d probably have otherwise yanked out a few of those connections in her haste.

She’d overslept. She’d never overslept in her adult life—a trait drilled into her well before the Air Force or NASA—and she hadn’t thought it was possible to oversleep up here. The ISS crew didn’t rely on alarm clocks or computerized reminders, oh, no. Every morning at 06:00 sharp (GMT), ground control pumped a wake-up song through the station’s speakers. Different every day, often dedicated to this or that crewmember by a relative or loved one, or possibly by a bored staff member, but always loud enough to resound throughout the nodes and labs.

And always, always prompt. She couldn’t have just slept through it!

Unless… Was this another symptom? Was it progressing beyond the occasional headache, now? The thought almost made her sick to her stomach again.

Nearly careening into the side of the square-ish hatchway—had she been in the Russian section, with its tiny circular portals, that would have cost her a badly bruised shoulder at least—she passed from Harmony into Destiny, the US laboratory module. Here those panels and computers and nooks were joined by countless tiny niches for individualized experiments, sealed boxes accessible only by built-in gloves, the “MELFI” freezers, and a thousand other things that, just at this moment, served only as reminders of work. Work to which she was late.

She swore she actually saw her mother’s disapproving head shake.

Piss off, Mom.

Then again, it wasn’t Mom’s disapproval she had to face. She’d frankly rather be shouted at than endure a calm and quiet dressing down from Walker.

God, she hoped he’d at least take it private. She was going to have enough trouble facing the others as it was…

Cynthia entered Node 1. “Unity.” Or, among other things, the kitchen and dining room. Here, around a preparation table currently folded against the wall, surrounded by countless cabinets of food packets and the ubiquitous white padding—though the padding in Node 1 was rather less white, after countless years of tiny droplets and food particles floating every which way—the crew gathered to share meals, to hold conferences with ground control, or to watch movies on one of the two laptop stations.

Empty. Just as the US lab had been—empty.

Whatever was wrong this morning, it wasn’t just her.

Sure, everyone could be working elsewhere. Kibō, Columbus, Nauka—the Japanese, European, or new Russian laboratory modules—all held their own equipment, their own ongoing experiments and programs. It wasn’t impossible that, for whatever reason, the crew had all been assigned to one or more of those this morning.

Right. And maybe the whole crew just piled into the Dragon without me for a quick joyride around the neighborhood.

No way their “guest” would be focused anywhere but his company’s own projects, and those were all in the US lab. Besides, the ISS wasn’t so large—and certainly not so well soundproofed—that she wouldn’t have heard some signs of activity during her mad dash.

And why wouldn’t Clarence have sent someone to roust me when I didn’t show? Something else she should’ve thought of sooner, would have if…

Cynthia pushed off the wall, glided over to the laptop station, and began punching keys, accessing systems that weren’t normally her responsibility, but every single flight engineer knew how to operate.

“Houston, this is ISS.” Something was wrong with communications. That had to be it. They’d never received this morning’s wake-up song. Nobody was working, nobody had come to fetch her, because everyone was still asleep. Nothing else made sense. “Houston, come in.”

She expected a reply, one of the familiar voices at Johnson Space Center, probably Bailey or Patel. Or static, if something was interfering with the link, peculiar weather or solar flares. Or silence, if the problems were on this end, though she couldn’t imagine what could’ve taken the whole system down, along with all the backups, since last night.

She got none of those.

The tone returning through the speakers, both the laptop’s and those above, filling Node 1 like the bottom of an hourglass, was nothing Cynthia had ever heard before. A peculiar droning, constant and almost steady, just a hint of fluctuation. It was, she decided after a moment of brow-furrowing thought, like the hum of an old lightbulb just about to burn out, but pitched about four octaves down.

Beneath it, like the gasps of an exhausted swimmer overwhelmed by the louder waves, was a faint, sporadic crackle. Still not traditional static, but… electrical. Something similar to the sizzle and snap of a Tesla coil, but unsteady. Random. Broken.

Never heard before? Hell, she’d never heard of anything like this before! And pretty much every member of every expedition, whether they talked about it or not, made careful study of everything that had ever gone wrong on the ISS, on Mir, on any other habitable station.

Chill, Cyn. Check everything.

The laptop was hooked up properly. She’d known that already, but she’d still had to look. She poked at the keys, but all four main comm channels registered green. A little more poking. ISS was still receiving signals from other satellites, at least according to the system.

Which meant the problem wasn’t here.

All right, this was officially more than Cynthia was prepared to handle on her own. She drifted back from the computer, all set to make her way back to Node 2 and wake anyone and everyone who could hear her.

Except she found, almost unwillingly, that she wasn’t heading forward, but down. Propelling herself through a hatchway on the floor, she passed through Node 3, past the lavatory, the hygiene station, the treadmill. The heightened airflow of the various atmospheric systems brushed over the new sheen of nervous sweat on her forehead, chilling her. Another hatchway…

She had to look. She’d known she had to look before she turned away from the laptop, even if it’d taken her a minute to catch up to herself.

…and into the Cupola.

A tiny chamber. A vantage. Seven windows—six trapezoids around a larger circle—provided a constant view, not only of much of the station’s underside, but of Earth. Thanks to their orbit, the frequent flicker of night and day, if it was ever too dark to gaze up at home, in less than an hour’s patience would bring the light again.

At this moment, it was already light. Cynthia didn’t have to wait.

“Cyn?” The call came from below, behind. “That you?”

She must have made a sound, though she remembered no such thing. Now, in her throat she found only silence. And she stared.

“Cyn?” again. Ethan. He was making his way through Node 3, drawing nearer. “Did I somehow miss wake-up? I know I haven’t been up here in a while, but I didn’t think it was possible…”

The words continued, ran together. The waw-waw-waw of a teacher in an old Charlie Brown special. The buzz of static that wasn’t static on the comms. She still couldn’t answer. And she stared.

“Hey?” He appeared below her, dressed in pants and a polo, the slightly nicer version of her own everyday wear. As if this was still everyday. “You hearing me up here? I—”

With a faint strangled hiccup, he fell still. Gazing past her, she knew without looking. Staring through the Cupola windows. Seeing what she saw.

Thick, impenetrable layers of black, gray, bruised violet. Swirls and eddies and storms in the dust, as if the surface of a disturbed—deranged—sea. Illuminated from below, hauntingly, violently, by surges of lightning, glowing cracks in the tableau, constantly whipped up and discharged by the static of the clouds.

Without, save for a few open pits in the blanket of dust that revealed the darkened surface of the Pacific’s empty center, a single unobstructed view of the Earth that she could only assume still lay beneath it all.


Chapter Two



“That depends entirely on who you’re sharing it with.” Ethan tried, hard, to keep his tone light, to swallow the exasperation, frustration, irritation like sour medicine. He heard in his own tone, felt in the quirk of his mouth, that he was less than fully successful.

Whatever Cynthia or Commander Walker or anyone else might have said in reply, however, was aborted by the appearance of the other two new arrivals. As the only one familiar with all the parties involved—well, all but the Japanese astronaut at the robotics workstation, whom he’d never met and whose name he’d been told but, a bit embarrassingly, couldn’t recall off the top of his head—Ethan started in on the introductions.

“Everyone, this is Adam Brianson, our pilot.”

“Hey.”

Walker shook his hand, everyone else nodded politely, but Ethan knew they were already dismissing him, and not because he was such a stereotypical brown-haired, brown-eyed, pale Midwesterner that he would’ve been practically invisible in any American city.

No, it was because he was a living, breathing backup system.

The Dragon—both the original cargo-only craft and the newer Crew model—was flown entirely by computer, with a track record that, if not error-free, was still more successful than any manned system. Nevertheless, people were people, and once SpaceX had begun transporting “tourists,” they’d learned pretty quickly that many passengers weren’t comfortable without a human at the stick. So most Crew Dragon flights included a pilot whose job was to sit there, ready to take over if anything went wrong, and otherwise do nothing at all.

“And this,” Ethan continued, psyching himself up, “is—”

“Ow!”

The third and last guest floated sideways through the hatch, twisting as he tried to regain control, and smacked his ankle on the frame. He grabbed frantically at the glasses that were jarred from his face by the impact, catching them but setting himself rotating back the other direction in the process. “Goddammit!”

“I told you I’d help you out,” Brianson told him, reaching out to steady him by the shoulders.

The other shrugged him off (though not before the pilot had indeed dragged him to a standstill). “I don’t need help, just a minute to orient myself.”

The man was, to all appearances, a frat bro made good. The SpaceX pressure suit hung awkwardly, as though he’d forgotten how to wear non-tailored clothing. He had the kind of haircut you only paid for to show you could afford to, and the sort of muscle definition only achieved via workouts carefully constructed for appearance over performance. He desperately needed a tan.

He put his glasses back on, then finally examined the welcoming committee. His eyes seemed almost to slip off of Cynthia, the guy Ethan didn’t know, and even Walker, despite the latter’s position at the front of the group, finally landing on Kolya—the only white guy in the welcome party. “Commander…?”

“Walker,” Clarence said, again extending a hand, and only Ethan’s past experience with the man allowed him to detect the faint grind in his voice.

“Oh.” The hesitation before the newcomer took that hand was almost imperceptible. Almost. “I’m Walther Downing.”

“We all know who you are, Mr. Downing. We’ve been looking forward to your visit.”

Even in the commander’s soft, politician’s tone, Ethan felt the lie was so obvious that only their position above the atmosphere prevented Walker from being struck by lightning.

“Glad to hear it. So can we look in on the Cedalion projects?”

“We’ll get to them, I promise.” Walker clearly wasn’t about to be rushed. “These are Hashida Natsuhiko…”

“Konnichiwa,” Downing said in an exaggerated tone. He’d probably picked up the word from video games or anime.

“Uh, hi,” Natsuhiko said, blinking once.

Walker hurried on. “…Kolya Rybalkin, and Cynthia Han. Three of the best flight engineers I’ve ever worked with. You’ll meet Pavlenko and Lovewell later on.”

Downing couldn’t quite be bothered to hide his scowl at the delay, but he clearly understood the necessity of the niceties. He shook all three offered hands, though Ethan noted he again went out of his way to greet Kolya first.

The doctor was just starting to think they’d get through the introductions with a minimum of friction, when…

“So,” Downing asked Cynthia while pointing a thumb back at Natsuhiko, “how come you two aren’t wearing the same flag?”

Only the fear of sending himself tumbling back into the wall kept Ethan from literally facepalming.

Cynthia gawped dramatically down at the stars-and-stripes on her jumpsuit sleeve. “Whoa! We’re really not. How did that happen?”

“Um?” Downing didn’t seem entirely sure whether he was being mocked or not.

“Because he’s JAXA?” Cynthia said. “And I’m NASA?” Then, when the man still didn’t seem to grasp it, “Natsuhiko is Japanese, Mr. Downing.”

“Okay? Where are you from?”

“San Diego.”

“No, I mean where are you really from?”

Well, she hasn’t killed him yet, so that’s something.

“You got me,” Cynthia said. “I’m really from Lemon Grove. It’s actually just outside San Diego.”

Ethan bit his lip to keep from laughing. He didn’t think it would improve matters.

“No.” Now Downing was clearly annoyed. “What I meant—”

“Why don’t I give you and Mr. Brianson the quick nickel tour?” Commander Walker suggested just a bit too eagerly. “You can get a sense of the station, get settled in your quarters. We’ve got a group dinner planned for tonight, and then we can look in on your projects first thing tomorrow.”

He was still talking as he led the pair of them—with an occasional irate glance back on Downing’s part—out of Node 2. They would, due to space considerations, be setting up Temporary Sleep Stations elsewhere, away from the crew’s own.

It was probably safer that way, too, now.

“Wow.” Natsuhiko shook his head. “That was…”

“Yeah,” Cynthia said. “It really was.”

Kolya drifted over. “I think there is misunderstanding,” he offered helpfully. “Downing, I think, wanted to know where your family comes from, yes?”

Ethan and Cynthia couldn’t help shooting amused glances at one another. “Yeah, Kolya,” she said. “I know.”

The Russian’s whole face seemed to wrinkle in puzzlement. “Then, would it not have been easier to just say ‘Guangzhou’? Or even just ‘China’?”

“Probably.”

Another moment, perhaps waiting for elaboration. Then, when none was clearly forthcoming, Kolya pushed away and drifted off through Destiny, muttering to himself. Ethan’s Russian had never been solid—what he’d studied had been focused almost entirely on technical matters—but he picked up enough of Kolya’s monologue to recognize that it wasn’t flattering to the overall sanity of Americans as a culture.

He allowed himself a soft chuckle, and then joined Natsuhiko so Cynthia could introduce them properly. After a few more minutes of polite small talk, the Japanese astronaut also excused himself, leaving the two friends to catch up.

“Jesus Christ, Ethan,” Cynthia said once they were alone.

“Tell me about it.”

“You couldn’t have pushed him out halfway here?” She kicked herself over to the hatch as she spoke, double-checking the seals one last time, since the vessel was going to be here a while. Ethan couldn’t help but grin. She hadn’t changed; no matter how much she trusted (or at least should trust) her crewmates, she was never satisfied until she’d seen to a task herself.

“He never got near the door,” Ethan told her. “Although, honestly? Most of the way up, he was too busy bitching about having to use a SpaceX capsule, whining about Elon Musk and talking about everything he’d accomplish when Cedalion catches up, to make snide comments.”

“Oh, that sounds so much better.”

“You know I was the second doctor they approached, when he insisted an actual MD accompany him up here? They went to Ben Harris first, but Downing found some excuse to object.”

Cynthia grimaced, and Ethan didn’t need to ask why. They both knew Harris was a skilled doctor and flight engineer both.

He was also Black.

“I almost,” Bell continued, “pretended I was Jewish when I first met Downing. Just to wind him up.”

Cynthia grinned, albeit only briefly, then laced her fingers behind her head. It wasn’t for comfort, Ethan knew, not in microgravity. When several of the gestures and fidgets that came so mindlessly to people on Earth could send you drifting if you bumped the wall or waved too hard, it was occasionally awkward finding somewhere to put your hands.

“Why are you here?” she asked him. “Not that I’m not glad to see you…”

Aren’t you? You don’t sound too sure.

“…but why did he insist on a doctor at all? You supposed to check the progress on the experiments?”

“That’s the official reason, but everybody knows it’s not true. I’m not a biochemist. I can examine a patient, see if a medication is working or not, but studying crystallization of the base chemicals in microgravity? Little out of my area.

“No, as I understand it, our Mr. Downing just didn’t like the idea of being up here for weeks without a doctor available if anything went wrong.”

“Wait, seriously?”

“Yep.”

“Ethan, every single one of us is trained in basic medical procedures. Anything we can’t handle, we don’t have the equipment for. We’d have to send him back home anyway.”

“Yep. And he was told exactly that.”

“But… didn’t he have to pay for your passage, too?”

“He did. Millions. He didn’t even hesitate.”

“Fuck…” Then, “Okay, but why you?”

“Not a lot of doctors who’re already experienced astronauts. Faster and cheaper to get one who was than to put some random guy through the tourist—sorry, ‘space flight participant’—training, and hope he meets all the requirements. And like I said, he’d already rejected—”

“No, I get all that.” She was frowning, now, watching him carefully. He might, if pressed, almost have said suspiciously. “I mean why did you say yes?”

“I’m trying to get back on active service,” he admitted. “Even back on the ISS expedition rotation.” Then, at her expression, “I’m still well below the age cutoff, and I’ve kept myself in pretty good shape.”

“I thought you and Leslie were happy with, you know, a regular, Earthbound practice, though?”

Oh, but he didn’t feel up to getting into that, not right now. Frankly, he was kicking himself for mentioning his plans at all. “We’ve been rethinking that,” he said. “But what about you?” he continued before she could possibly pursue the matter. “How are you holding up?”

The suspicion was instantly back in her narrowed gaze. Fine by him, as long as it also distracted her. “Why do you ask?”

You’re looking a bit worn out, honestly, would have been true enough, but Ethan didn’t figure it’d go over all that well. Besides, he didn’t have to go there. “That coffee we had, when you were nervous about whether you’d be picked up for Expedition 81? You said something to me about headaches.”

Cynthia kept her face mostly expressionless, but the faintest flare of her nostrils was enough for Ethan—not only as someone who’d known her on and off for years, not only as a doctor, but as a man with his own motives for keeping very careful track of what those around him were thinking.

She’d forgotten. She’d forgotten she’d told him, and whatever she was about to say to the contrary, it was a big enough deal that she wished now that she hadn’t.

“I really hope you didn’t uproot your life because you were worried about me,” she said, full of forced levity. “It was just nerves.”

“You sure? You’re not really the type to—”

“I’m fine, Ethan. Promise.”

Uh-huh.

“Look,” she continued, “since you don’t need me to show you around, do you mind getting yourself settled in? We’ve set up a TeSS for you in the lab. I ought to be getting back to work. Clarence wants us all to have a big friendly dinner tonight, and I’d like to get everything wrapped up so I can get some sleep tonight.”

He wanted to press the issue. Something was wrong, and if she was willing to lie to his face about it, it was big. Maybe he could convince her. Maybe, if he threatened to go to Walker, he could force the issue. He didn’t care for the idea, and she might never forgive him, but for her own good…

On the other hand, if he royally pissed her off, she just might be able to whisper the right words in the right ears to torpedo any chance he had of getting back on active rotation, let alone back to the ISS. And he really needed to get back up here. To get away from everything down there—every pain, every temptation—for as long as humanly possible.

So he kept his mouth shut and prayed Cynthia’s health wouldn’t be the price of that silence. Not as if it’s the first time I’ve put my own needs ahead of my oath, right?

Fuck me.

“Sure,” he said with his own artificial smile. “I’ll see you tonight. And don’t worry, I’ll patch our Mr. Downing up good if you need to pound him a time or two. He won’t be able to prove anything.”

Her answering chuckle was a wan and sickly thing. “Maybe it won’t be as bad as all that. Maybe he’s gotten it out of his system, and he’ll be a little more tolerable now.”

“Care to bet?”

Apparently she didn’t, since she pushed off the wall, hooked a finger around the hatch, and sailed off into the lab without an answer.

It was unfortunate she hadn’t taken the wager, since Ethan would have won. By a fair margin.

Cynthia had finally shaken herself free of her near fugue, tearing her gaze from the dust-choked atmosphere, shouting at Ethan—who’d started to fall into a catatonia of his own—to go wake Natsuhiko and the NASA crew while she launched herself aft, heading for the Russian segment to rouse Kolya and Grigory.
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