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MAX PRESSED HIS HAND to the cold metal floor, his eyes only able to focus on the grey diamond tattoo on the back of his hand. The air had a disturbing, familiar sweetness. A heavy fog made him yawn. Disoriented, he searched the blurry world around him. “Nance?”

There was a familiar figure lying on the ground near him. As he rubbed away the crusts around his itchy eyes, the figure moaned and stirred.

Max crawled to her. He braced a hand on either side of her torso as she turned onto her back. “Nance, can you hear me?”

She wiped her eyes and squinted up at him. “Max?”

“It’s me. I’m here.” He brushed hair off her face. It was longer now, down to her collarbone. Her clothes were different too. She wore only a long white gown.

Are we on our way home? Is the Jīngyīng returning us to Earth?

Her eyes latched onto something over his shoulder. “Where are we? What is this?”

Max adjusted and turned. There wasn’t too much to bring into focus; the room around them was small. No more than ten by ten of shiny metal. Near the base of one wall was a crosshatch vent.

The ceiling was cloudy, translucent. Vague shadows and lights danced overhead. A sudden dark shadow appeared, and a seven-pronged hand gripped the top of their box. Guttural noises echoed off the walls surrounding them.

A different voice, no better understood, answered.

Nancy sat up and took Max’s hand. “I don’t think we’re supposed to be awake yet.”

Max got to his feet and pulled Nancy to stand with him. No sooner had they stood than the box lifted. The walls and floor were too smooth to grip and they collapsed into a wall, Nancy held under Max’s protective arm. He hardly felt the brunt of the impact as his stomach churned and brain swirled.

The box pitched right, and they fell to their knees.

The light overhead changed. Brighter now—too much light to see anything. The two guttural voices conversed, one in a louder, more urgent tone.

The light cut out, and the box went dark.

Beyond his pounding heart and shallow breaths, Max tried to listen.

“Max?”

The tremor in Nancy’s voice made him pull her closer. Eyes adjusting to the darkness, he found a new source of light: a pale-yellow haze originating from the vent. “Let’s see what that is.”

Nancy crawled toward the vent and Max followed. They both tried to get a grip around the edges, but it was too well affixed to the wall. The crosshatch pattern allowed them to see through it, but the only view was of a metal tube that curved away. Even if they had been able to pull away the grate, it was too small for them to fit.

Where would we go?

A guttural voice grew louder above them. Conversational in tone.

The box jerked sideways hard enough to send Max and Nancy skidding across the floor. Max put out a hand to stop Nancy from hitting her head.

After a loud beep, the box righted.

“Are you okay?” asked Max.

“I think—” Nancy stopped at the sound of hissing. A dense fog of sweet-smelling air filled the box as they both turned to the vent. “What the hell is that?”

Max was coughing too much to answer. Breaths came harder now, too heavy in his lungs to properly push back out. His heart raced.

In the dark fog, the two fumbled their way into each other’s arms. Coughing fits made it impossible to speak. Max wondered if they had come this far, done so much, just to suffocate now. His last thought was more of a feeling than words. 

He hoped Nancy would be alright.
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NANCY KNEW SHE WAS awake for several long moments before she was fully able to open her eyes. In that time, she observed nothing of value. The air smelled too clean and nondescript.

When her eyes opened, she realized that itself should have been an indication. This wasn’t like the cabin. She hadn’t made the connection before, but the cabin had been lived in by others. Used. Cleaned between uses, sure, but there had been a distinct underlying smell of everyday human life.

This place smelled new. Manufactured. And it looked it. The general layout was similar to that of the cabin.

But it was wrong.

She was positioned on her back, staring up at a ceiling too high to have belonged to their little cabin. She propped herself up on one arm and circled the room, starting from the left. A bedside table, bare. A small walkway on her side of the bed and at the foot of it, bordered by cherrywood walls. Their feet faced the door in the corner. On the far wall was a matching dresser with an object laid out on it. All four wooden walls were blank.

Nancy slowly sat up and turned to look at the wall behind the headboard. Wood. Wasn’t there meant to be a layer of stone? Where was the impermeable wall?

With practiced hesitance, she swung her legs over the side and tapped her toes on the floor. Nothing burned or stung. She straightened to her full height, stretched, and wiped the remaining crusts off her eyes. Her vision was sharper now than it had been a moment ago, as were the rest of her senses.

Max lay beside her spot on the bed. His familiar presence let her breathe a touch easier.

Her clothes felt different. The air still smelled peculiar—it matched the overall lack of sounds. There was no bustle. No buzz of appliances.

Another fishbowl, indeed.

Nancy let out a steady breath and took inventory of herself, starting at the bottom.

Shoes! Boots, specifically. Brown leather with crisscross laces up the front that stopped just below her knee. Next was a dark-purple skirt in a light, breathable material. Her arms shared her legs’ freedom, unlike with the last dress she had been given. The sleeves of dark-grey billowy shirt flared out at her elbows. The loose material was pressed tightly to her frame by a light-purple overdress, cinched at the sides. Modesty was forgone, compared to the blue-and-orange dress. Collarbones exposed. Breasts pushed up. Elbows and knees visible. She shook her head.

Max’s steady breathing drew her attention. He was slowly waking. She let him be as she looked him over. There was no need for him to enter uncertainty any quicker. It made no difference.

The Jīngyīng had dressed him in similar billowy fabric. Of course, he had gotten pants. They were tucked into boots, shorter than hers, with a buckle at the ankle instead of laces. His trousers matched her grey shirt, his loose undershirt matched her light-purple overdress, and his buttoned vest, her skirt. They had also let his facial hair grow in enough for a scratchy-looking beard and mustache.

Max groaned, then suddenly sprung to sitting. “Nance?” His head whipped side to side. He rubbed his eyes and swung his legs off the side of the bed, facing away from her. “Nance?”

“I’m here.” She circled the bed to stand in front of him. When she was close enough, he fumbled to reach out for her. “We’re both okay. I think.”

Max breathed heavily. One hand landed on her waist, the other working to clear the gunk from his eyes. He blinked the last of it away and looked up at her. “What’s the last thing you remember?”

She tucked her hair behind her ears as she thought. Surprised by the length, she tugged on a piece of it. The same black, but now down to her bra line.

“We must have been under a while.” He gently took the hair she had pulled on and rested it over her shoulder.

Refocused, she concentrated on her memory. The carrier. With the vent and the . . . She didn’t know how to describe the voices. The feelings. The wetness in her lungs when the sweet-smelling gas had forced its way into her nose. She shuddered.

Max stood and hugged her, letting Nancy bury her face in his chest. “Me too.”

She allowed herself a few unsteady breaths before she recomposed herself, pulling away enough to look at him. “I got shoes this time, though.” She wiped her nose.

Max smiled and squeezed her shoulder. He looked down at himself, then her. The vest fit him well, not cinched like her overdress. Another indication the Jīngyīng knew exactly what they were doing. When he finished taking clothing inventory, politely avoiding the low cut of her shirt, he lifted his head and examined the room. “Shall we?”

“We’re going through all this. Again.” Nancy didn’t know whether she meant it as a statement or a question. It didn’t matter.

The first time, it had been a question of who? Why? The second question was half answered—because only the Jīngyīng could. Nancy and Max knowing what little they did was hardly of benefit. 

“We know each other this time.”

Looking up at him, Nancy admitted to herself she had been wrong. There was some benefit: they knew the rules. They had each other to lean on. On impulse, she placed a hand on his cheek and guided him down to kiss her.

They kissed slowly. The only thing they had was each other.

When they broke the kiss, Max smiled with his eyes. With the hand on the juncture of her neck and shoulder, he rubbed his thumb on her chin. “You alright?”

“Good enough. Unhurt, at least.” She poked him in the ribs. “Are you alright?”

“Good enough.”

“Then I guess it’s time to start figuring this place out.”

Nancy started back toward her side of the bed. There was a bedside table with an open empty cubby. Inside the only drawer was an unmarked black book. She held it up so he could see. “Your people have been here.”

Max chuckled. “Those are Mormons.”

The book was too light. There were no markings on the binding, and it was hollow when she flipped the cover open. Just a hunk of wood styled to look like a black book.

A rattling sound jostled her from her investigation. What she had thought was a solid wall on Max’s side of the bed was a sliding door. With it open, she saw the familiar stone inside, plus the shine of a sink faucet.

“Make sure the tub isn’t made of cardboard.” She dropped the book into the drawer and closed it. The wood was fresh. Polished. She brushed the tackiness off her hands and went to the dresser. Three drawers on each side. The top set was easy to open, empty, and difficult to close.

“Standard bathroom,” called Max. Water ran beyond the sliding door. “Same strange tub.”

Nancy shook her head as she continued her search. The second set of drawers yielded the same result. The bottom row had sheets and pillowcases on one side, a heavy blanket on the other.

Max emerged from the bathroom. “They aren’t making us put up a curtain this time.” 

“Nothing good in here.” She closed the drawers and stood. On top of the dresser, a tan scroll was affixed to its surface. She ran her hand over it. Smooth, like marble. Fitted to the center of it was a small screen. “Here’s our Board.”

Max walked to her, casually resting a hand on the small of her back as he scanned it. “Smaller.”

“Maybe they don’t have to tell us as much?”

“Was it working when you got up?”

Nancy shook her head. She opened the top drawer again and felt beneath the Board. It was normal wood, as far as she could tell. No notches. No wires or panes to pry out.

“Step back, please?”

She did as Max asked, and he gripped the side of the dresser. Pushing, pulling, and tilting were all unsuccessful.

“Couldn’t be that easy,” she murmured as she combed a hand through her hair. Where it was supposed to stop, it tangled. Gathered up in a clump, she banished the unruly strands over her shoulder.

Hand on his hip, Max frowned at the dresser.

“What do you say we try the door?” Nancy pointed at it.

He tilted his head back. She assumed he was seeing and thinking the same things she had upon waking. The skylight would have been promising, if not for its position twenty-something feet off the ground. It revealed nothing, not sky nor ceiling. 

“Max?”

“Sorry. Yes, ma’am.” Moving closer to the door, he opened it.

The hinge creaked loudly as the door swung too far, hit the wall, and rattled on impact. Through the open doorframe was a well-lit kitchen.

Along the stone wall on the right side was a large stove with eight burners and a flattop grill. The design made it appear older than it truly was, with an iron face and no interface panel on top for shiny knobs or buttons. What gave it away, though, were the dials imbedded in the faux-stone perimeter.

Two deep sinks sat at the center point of the kitchen. The faucets were rustic pronged copper. Beyond them was a strange set of weathered-wood cabinets affixed to the stone.

Max and Nancy approached the strange cabinets together. Nancy pulled on a black metal handle, and when it opened, a waft of cold air greeted them. “A refrigerator?”

“One that’s supposed to look like an old-fashioned icebox?” Max wondered, opening the other side. Unlike modern refrigerators, there was no storage affixed to the doors. Inside were glass jars of milk, a block of butter on a plate, cheese, and meat wrapped in paper. Each item was positioned equidistant from the next.

Near the icebox was another door that looked like the one they had just entered through. Before revealing another room, Nancy decided to finish taking inventory of the kitchen. Running along the center was a long island counter. Open shelves beneath had baking sheets, pans, cooking gloves, and various utensils in triplicate. The wall across from the stone was wooden with an open pantry built into it. Jars of jams, pasta, and fruits. A box with two loaves of bread. Unlabeled cans. The shelves were broken up by a set of closed double doors in the middle.

Max ran his hand along the island counter. “Looks like an industrial kitchen.”

“We know the pipes lead to the outside.” Nancy tapped her hand on the sink basin. “That means our alien friends are on the other side of that wall.”

“I think knowing that makes me feel worse.”

Nancy rubbed her hands together. “We can venture to guess the same rules apply. Do not push, pull, or dig at the barrier.”

“Let’s see what else they gave us. This door or that?” he proposed.

She glanced at the double doors, then the one off to the side. Closer to the single door, she walked up and pulled it open. There was a slight sting when she first touched it, but the feeling faded before she let go. An involuntary hiss left her mouth.

Max was at her side in an instant. “Did it burn you?” 

“Shocked.” She tested the wooden part of the door, then the handle. “Gone, now.”

Together, they stepped inside. It was another bedroom, mirroring theirs. Except this one was coated in plastic. 

The bed. The dresser. Even the handles on the doors. A thin film of plastic protected each bit. It made Nancy shiver. 

“Factory new?” She took a step into the room but kept her hands clasped.

“I wonder if that means we’re early?” Max stayed on the threshold, hands on the doorway, and leaned in.

“Or someone else didn’t make the cut.” She shook her head, attempting to dismiss the thought. “Let’s get out of here.” 

As Nancy exited the room, Max shut the door behind her. It was one thing to know it was all fake—a custom dollhouse designed for aliens—but another to see the state of things before the dolls were released into the play set.

She went to the double doors next, hoping for something better, or at least more explanatory, in the next room. The doors were locked.

Max reached up and unhooked a lock from the top of the doorframe. With no handles to grip, he placed a hand flat to the door. It opened with a creak.

Nancy grabbed the door on her side and pulled instead. It opened that way too. She forced it back and forth. The hinges didn’t have a set direction; it only mattered which side you pushed from.

The next room was the largest so far. Four skylights dotted the high ceiling. Eight circular wooden tables, each with four chairs, were precisely spaced out. The walls along the sides and front had windows but were too hazy to see through. The front door had an ornate fork and spoon carved into the wood.

“A restaurant?” asked Max with a hint of incredulousness.

Nancy walked into the center of the room. There were chalkboards affixed to the walls on each side of the double doors. Sticks of chalk rested on the lips.

“What fresh hell is this?” She spun, looking up at the vaulted ceiling.

“Is that plastic on the windows?”

She went to the one by the front door. It looked like plastic haze, but it wasn’t on their side. Up close, she saw something moving around outside. Shadows. Nothing distinct. 

She tried to pull up on the sill, and her hands burned. The window didn’t budge on a quick second try. “Not supposed to go that way.”

Max winced as he tried the door. Then, jaw set, he tried again hard enough to make it rattle. The door didn’t open. He yanked his hands back and wiped them on his vest. “Not that way, either.”

“We’re stuck in here.”

“For now.” Max rejoined Nancy as he looked up at the skylights. “We won’t starve, at least.”

Nancy snorted. “I love your optimism.” 

She thought back to the fake book in the bedside table. With renewed urgency, she returned to the kitchen. She went straight to the open pantry and held her breath.

“What is it?” Max asked behind her.

Her heart raced. She grabbed an apple, and a sigh of relief quieted her nerves. It was real. She took a bite before holding it out for Max, who did the same.

“You’re hungry?” 

“Now that the adrenaline is wearing off, I think I’m more tired than anything.” The apple already wasn’t sitting well in her stomach. She definitely couldn’t eat more.

Max shrugged. “Nothing says we can’t go back to bed.”

It was a fool’s hope—and she recognized it as such—but she hoped if they just went back to sleep, they might wake up back home. This could all stop. She thought of Roosevelt, felt her chest tighten when her mind conjured an image of the dog curled up outside her door, then exhaled the memory and the yearning that accompanied it.

Max took another bite of the apple, then made a sour look.

“You don’t have to eat it if you don’t want to,” she said.

“Can’t waste it.”

“One apple isn’t going to make much difference.” She waved it off but caught the look Max gave the apple. One of contrition, as if he had wronged it. She took the apple from him, tossed it up in the air, and caught it. “What I mean is, the Jīngyīng won’t let us starve.”

“I guess they haven’t.” Max eyed the apple where she set it in the sink.

“This is what they meant by ‘moving on’?” Nancy opened her hands, gesturing around them. “Hard work and harmony brought us into the restaurant business?”

“Could be worse,” said Max.

Nancy took bananas off the shelf and brought them into their room. He followed.

“Are you afraid it’s going to disappear in the night?” 

“No.” She set the bananas on her bedside table. “Rather, we might get stuck in the bed for the night.”

He nodded, then looked quizzically at the base of the bed. 

“What are you looking for?”

Max got on his knees and looked under the bed. “Huh.”

“Anything?”

“Empty.”

She raised her eyebrows, waiting.

He smiled sheepishly and shrugged. “Last time, they gave us night clothes.”

“I think all of this is in layers.” Nancy pulled at the strings of her overdress until they were loose enough to come off. The undershirt billowed free. “Will you help me check for any new tattoos?”

Max went to unbutton his vest but started at his collar, where the flannel would have been. He lowered his hands, undid the four vest buttons, and, after a short deliberation, laid it out overtop the Board. He took off his boots next.

Nancy undressed down to a silk slip, her shirt and skirt in a clump on the floor. Looking over her bare arms and legs, she didn’t find anything new. She held her arms out for Max to examine when he approached, down to his flowing shirt and tight underpants.

“I don’t see anything.” He crouched to look at her legs. When his finger ghosted over the back of her calf, she shivered. He finished his assessment, then straightened up. “No new tattoos that I can see.”

“Now you.”

“I didn’t see any on me, either.”

“Max?”

His brows raised. “Yes?”

“Your shirt is still on.”

“Right.” He removed it but held on to the lump of fabric.

The sight of his bare chest was familiar by now. Nancy took her time to look him over but forewent crouching down to look at his legs. Just as he had declared her, he was ink-free, save for the diamonds on the back of his hands. 

When he finished his turn to face her, she flicked her eyes between his and the tight shorts that left nothing to the imagination. “Those don’t look comfortable.”

“Not too bad, actually.” He tugged on the waistband. The material had give.

Expression neutral, Nancy nodded.

Max started circling the bed but stopped at the foot of it. “Nance?”

“Max?”

“Was that a—were you asking me to take them off?”

She couldn’t help but laugh, relieved when he cracked a smile. “You’re adorable.”

“You want in the bathroom first?” He pointed a thumb over his shoulder.

The warmth in her chest kept the smile on her face. She still had Max. It felt like an anchor. A partner. Someone who not only knew the rules and what was at stake, but someone she trusted. Had grown fond of. This wasn’t a complete reset, and she was glad for it.

Max rubbed a hand over his facial hair. “Something on my face?”

“It does make you look older.”

“I got so used to not having it.”

Another smile crossed her face. “It suits you. It’ll take some getting used to.”

“Same with the . . .” He combed a hand through his hair.

“I haven’t had it this long since I was a teenager.” She pulled the hair down over her chest. “One of the first things I did when I moved out was cut it. It was that or a butterfly tattoo, but the chop scratched the itch.”

“It looks nice.”

She pushed it back over her shoulder. “I don’t think I like it.”

“Both styles look good on you. The short hair fits your spirit, though.”

Nancy laughed. “Well, when I’m in the bathroom, I’ll see if they left us scissors.”
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MAX WOKE FIRST.

Nancy faced away from him on the bed. He could tell by her breathing she was still asleep. It was strange to wake in this new place—wherever it was. More spacious than the cabin. More privacy.

Yet, he was of a different mindset now. He didn’t want Nancy far from him. He didn’t want to have to search the premises to find his wife. And he certainly didn’t want a set of strangers sharing their space, especially in a building this small.

Is this all we get?

Can’t be. Perhaps they were still in transport. The world was yet to open. The cabin, too, had been restrictive the first day. That had passed.

He went into the bathroom but didn’t close the sliding door. The night before they had not found scissors, but they had found a straight razor, and he planned to shave.

The person in the mirror looked like who he used to be. Not who he was.

Lather on his face, he reached for the razor but stopped. He looked at his reflection for a long moment. As he tightly gripped the razor handle, he tried not to think about what the man underneath had done. The blood on his hands. The weight in his soul. 

Shaving away his old self and revealing the Max he had become would feel like taking ownership of those actions. Acknowledging what he had become capable of.

Had always been capable of.

The price of bravery?

The image of Samantha and Dillon getting crushed flashed in his mind, and he had to close his eyes. It felt like an old memory, yet his heart pounded as if he was still there. Dillon’s vacant stare. The eyes too swollen to see properly.

The Max underneath the mask had done that. He looked down at his shaking hands. Where they should have been clean, he saw blood. He gripped the razor tighter.

Hector came to mind. Max’s stomach lurched, remembering the tongs.

Next, he saw Mick. Crumpled on the ground. Max hadn’t admitted it to himself then, but he had thought Mick was dead from what Ian had done. The hammer. Then the kick. Max had been relieved to have been proven wrong.

In the end, the relief had been pointless. They were all gone.

Nancy was all he had left. Nancy, who had believed in him, pushed him, stood beside him, and cleaned him up after each mess. She had wiped the blood off his knuckles and told him it was alright. That he was alright. She had insisted on it, and he couldn’t disappoint her.

He had to be the man underneath. He had to be able and willing to protect his wife. Come what may, he belonged to her.

Hands steady, he shaved away the beard and mustache, recognizing he could clean his face in a way he could never cleanse his soul. There was more than blood on his hands. There was a life. He had been charged to take it—compelled. In a way that almost felt divine.

Except God didn’t live here. The Jīngyīng did.

He cleaned the razor of suds and shook his head. There was nothing divine about what he had done. Brutality, though—he could claim that. A rage he scarcely recalled and dared never drum up again. The Max with a clean face had taught himself to hate, and he had done what his former self never could.

A memory resurfaced from before the fishbowl. One he hadn’t thought of in years, practically buried after the occurrence. It made him dizzy.

The rain-fogged night a man had pulled a gun on him. The impact of his back against the wall. Kept at arm’s length, a barrel settled over his heart.

Except it was Max holding the gun. He wielded it. The outcome was his to decide.

How long can I live with the guilt? Weighty and temperamental, it could drown him if he let it. As he revealed the last bits of his face, he saw himself. Forced himself to recognize it as the person who had held the rope.

Nancy stirred.

Not with her. He would sooner himself die than be that brutal animal to her. Suicide haunted him as an unforgivable sin, despite God’s absence, but he could condemn himself for her. If he ever hurt her, eternal torment would be what he deserved.

He had been that man to protect her. But as he had bid at the cabin, he could not bring that man home.

“Max?”

“I’m here,” he called back. Finished washing away the suds and loose hairs, he returned to the room. As he had come to expect, she looked beautiful and warm in the morning. If he could harness this moment somehow, he could muscle through anything. “You sleep okay?”

“Almost.” She carded a hand through her hair.

He smiled and leaned against the doorframe. “Me too.”

“Any idea what time period they’re trying to fake this time?” She scrutinized the room. “I think it’s supposed to be older. The fabric is synthetic, but there’s the intention of ancient touches here and there.”

“The bathtub is the same style. Whole bathroom, really.”

“They gave us that semimodern luxury, at least.” She pulled her tangled hair over her shoulder and frowned at it.

“It looks nice,” he reassured her.

“You didn’t keep what they did to your face.”

Max rubbed a hand over his freshly shaven chin and shrugged. “Didn’t feel like me.”

“Maybe I’ll get used to it.” She parted her hair and draped it over her shoulders. “Maybe it’s meant to mock the modesty of the last dress. My hair is supposed to cover what the corset thing doesn’t.”

“There are ribbons in the bathroom. You could braid it.”

She took a deep breath. “I’ll have to dig that skill out from hell where I banished it. I forgot about braids . . . buns . . . tight little knots on my head.”

The line of the silk slip lay low across her chest. He thought errantly of her new clothing and how it didn’t reach much higher. When his eyes lingered too long, he shifted to stand straighter as he looked away. Distracting his hands, he tried the door handle.

Max hissed and pulled his hand back. The pain subsided immediately, but he still impulsively shook his hand out. “Guess that means we can’t leave yet.”

“Good thing I grabbed bananas.”

He wanted to ask if she was planning anything—pulling up floorboards or scaling the wall to the skylight. Something. The root question was, Should I be worried about you? They knew feedback here was quick, direct. His senses screamed with a primal desire to escape, even if his fingers had to bleed to manage it. He wanted to try. She must have wanted to try. But they couldn’t.

“Max?”

He didn’t realize how deep he had been in his head, staring at the knob, until her words startled him.

“Come back to bed.”

––––––––
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NANCY TRIED THE DOOR a few hours later, and this time it let them leave. Silently, they went through the building again. Nothing new. Nothing changed. The kitchen food was well stocked. The second bedroom was coated in plastic. The front room was pristinely set up except for anything they had touched. And the front door still refused to let them out.

She stood by a frosted window, certain to keep her hands off it, and listened. There were sounds and movement out there. Light bled through.

Max walked up behind her and placed a hand on her shoulder, his look more a question than a statement. They had the option to scream and bang on the windows. To try and get the attention of whoever or whatever was out there. But she knew they shouldn’t. 

Why? Because the Jīngyīng don’t want us released yet.

“Do you think we’re quarantined?” he asked. 

“Or we’re cats who are supposed to sniff each other under the door before we get released into the rest of the house.” Nancy shrugged. Answering his look of apprehension, she nodded, then moved away from the window.

The Jīngyīng made the rules. Her instinct was to fight, to claw at the door. It was the repetition of active thoughts that reminded her they were playing a game. Failure means death.

She was revisited by the haunting image of the couple holding hands, scared to death and smiling. A benchmark revealed by the Jīngyīng, showing the human participants what future they might hope for if only they followed their expectations. Is that who we are now? This was moving on. This was what hard work and harmony had gotten them.

This is it?

No. This was just the beginning. And they would never know what lay ahead unless they behaved. The Board wasn’t working yet, but she reasoned the same rules had to apply. They would have to abide by the known rules until furnished with new ones.

Nancy’s stomach growled.

Max hummed. “I’m hungry, too.”

“It’s not like there’s a shortage of food. It’s got to be lunchtime by now.” She led them into the kitchen.

Max went to the stove and turned a knob. It clicked. He turned it back off and searched for matches. Ready with one, he turned the knob and lit the stove. He kept his hand on the dial, unmoving. When it didn’t force him to pull back, he rested his hand on an unlit burner. It let him.

Over his shoulder, he said, “Nance, I think I’m on to something.”

Her brow furrowed. She stood next to him, resting one hand next to his on the unlit burner, the other on a dial. “It’s not a swap in roles, because it’s letting me do it too. You think it has to do with the scroll being off?”

“The what?”

“The Board thing with the screen.”

“Oh. Maybe?”

She lifted her hands away. “That’s longer than you could use the cabin stove.”

“And we know the sensors are still working.” Max looked back at the stocked shelves. “What do you want from what we have?”

Nancy didn’t have to think about it long. “Do you know how to make biscuits?”

He licked his lips, trying not to smile.

“You can laugh at me all you want.” She threw her hands up in faux exasperation and smiled with him.

“I can make biscuits,” he said with a nod.

“Let’s do that. It’s not like we have somewhere to be.”

Max gathered ingredients, talking as he worked. “Have you ever had biscuits and gravy?”

“Yes, I have.” She leaned against the counter, watching him.

“Not from a high-end brunch restaurant that also serves caviar and mimosas?”

“Okay, then no.”

Max looked over his ingredients, tapped his fingers on the counter, then returned to the pantry. “You’re about to get the best biscuits and gravy you’ve ever had.”

She smiled. “Is that right?” 

“Given your past exposure, absolutely.”

When the food was cooked and cool enough to eat, Max watched as Nancy took her first bite. Her intention had been to toy with him, to hem and haw over how good it was, until she was convinced to relent.

That plan died, however, the moment the food hit her tongue. Her expression must have spoken for her, because when she looked at Max, he smiled brightly.

“Was I right?” He cut himself a bite but left it on the plate.

She swallowed. “I can’t even pretend you weren’t. This is great.”

Max smiled and looked at his plate, poking at the gravy. “It’s alright.”

“You haven’t even tried it yet.”

“The ingredients could’ve been better.”

“Max. Try it.” She waited until he placed a bite in his mouth to prompt, “Well?”

He clicked his tongue. “It’s alright.”

“Max!” Her fork clattered down.

“Your expectations aren’t built right. This is okay. I’ve done it better.” He looked it over critically. “Definitely had better.”

“Can you cook this well with other stuff?”

“I do alright.”

“Max.” Laughing, Nancy took another bite. It impressed her as much as the last. Hand over her mouth, she said, “You’re too humble.”

“You don’t have to be nice about it.” He blushed.

Nancy laughed and laid her hand over his. “They better let you keep cooking.”

“That’s what I am to you? Free labor?”

Tapping his hand, she shook her head.

“No, I get it.”

She scooped up gravy to keep the biscuit covered as she sliced off smaller sections. “You weren’t the one cooking for the last month.”

“You’re right. I owe you some,” Max relented. “Dinner is on me. Then . . . then, I guess, we play it by ear.”

There was a smudge of gravy on his lip. She reached up and wiped it away. Hand already on his face, she guided him closer to kiss him. It was small and closemouthed, familiar and intimate at the same time. She smiled and rested her forehead against his.

“I’m glad you like it,” he said with a smile.

“Thank you.”

After finishing their lunch, they passed the afternoon engaged in conversation. The cabin had felt restrictive—Nancy hadn’t wanted to open up, and Max’s words normally took coaxing. Here, Nancy drove the dialogue. She wanted to know more about him, despite the lulls in the conversation. Little glimpses into his taste in music, movies, and books gave her a fuller view of his personality. His tastes were tame, typical. It felt like an interview at times, but there were some bright points of intrigue.

We have nothing in common.

She shook out the thought with a smile and kissed him. They had the building to themselves and took advantage of that, despite how adventurous Max inherently wasn’t. Where they lacked conversation, they had sex, and she thanked his god for the twoish years left on her birth control shot.

Dinnertime came. Max cooked again, and the conversation moved into the kitchen. He gathered pasta, pesto, and spices from the pantry, and from the icebox he took out butter and milk. It took until the dish was almost done for her to realize he was making pasta Alfredo.

Not long after spooning the pasta into bowls, a dull burn started in her feet. Nancy shared a look with Max and knew he felt it too. The warning. Smile on her face, bowl in hand, Nancy darted toward the bedroom.

Max turned off the stove and followed.

She jumped onto the bed, her food balanced in her hand. The bed shifted when Max did the same.

The door creaked shut on its own. Nancy and Max looked at each other, then laughed.
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Day 3
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MAX STARTLED AWAKE as a loud snapping sound brought him out of his dream. Now, the room was quiet. He checked on Nancy, who was still sound asleep, curled on her side facing him. Max watched her breathe for a long moment, willing his heart to slow.

Sweat on his bare chest began to cool and made him shiver. He rubbed a hand over his face and forced himself to count to thirty. Don’t think. Don’t remember. Just count.

The image of the metal sheet flattening Samantha’s cabin—

He made it to twenty-two when the snap repeated. Certain it was real this time, his eyes searched the room. The bathroom door was ajar, the bedroom door closed, as they had left them. The dresser was undisturbed. Everything was quiet and still.

Nancy flattened a hand on the mattress and pushed herself up. Blinking the bleariness from her eyes, she spoke slowly, “Max? What’s wrong?”

He didn’t know how to answer that. Didn’t know if it was real or just the past come back to haunt him. Nancy didn’t appear concerned—not at the noise.

When he went to speak, he realized the clamor of the breaths leaving his mouth was too harsh to produce words.

Nancy laid her hand on his chest and guided him to lay flat. “We’re okay.”

“Nance.” He swallowed hard. “I don’t—”

A third snap.

Nancy’s hand flinched back. She looked up.

Max sat up in bed and looked around.

She began, “What was—?”

A creaking loud enough to make their door sound like a whisper echoed through the room. The ceiling hinged away, connected at the stone wall, and a bright light replaced their roof.

Max used his body to cover Nancy’s. Strange, loud noises continued overhead. The guttural voices. Beeps. Scrapes. Max had no concept of how he could protect Nancy when he was ignorant of the circumstance, but he knew if they wanted her, he would be in the way.

“Max!”

He wasn’t sure if she had screamed or whispered. Her lips were pressed to his ear, her hands clutching him. The light brightened. The air became sweeter.

They both began to cough.

––––––––
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NANCY WOKE A TIME LATER with Max’s body still covering hers.

He raised his head and blinked, dazed, before looking around. All at once, he seemed to notice he was on top of her and lifted himself off.

Her hand still gripped his side, and she didn’t let him go far. “What happened?”

He looked over his shoulder at the ceiling, back in place. “I have no idea.”

Were we moved? She felt the same, albeit groggy. Nothing but instinct told her they hadn’t been asleep long. It looked like the same room they’d fallen asleep in. Nothing new, nothing gone.

“I don’t think they took us,” said Max.

“I don’t, either.” Nancy relaxed her hold on him, and they both sat up.

“We should go out there. See if anything is different.”

Nancy nodded and dressed quickly. As she did, her eyes flicked to the Board. 

It was awake. There was no message displayed, but the screen was ready, where before it had looked dormant. That couldn’t be the only change, she reasoned. And the timing definitely wasn’t a coincidence.

Max was already dressed, save his boots. He put the back of his hand to the door first, then the handle, then turned his hand to grip it. He looked at Nancy and waited.

Boots in hand, she set them down quietly and nodded.

He opened the door and went into the kitchen.

Nancy quickly followed him out. Though she held her tongue, her thoughts fumed. As much as she appreciated his desire and willingness to use his newfound bravery to protect her, he didn’t know what was out there.

Wait for me.

The kitchen was empty. Unchanged. Their dishes still littered the sink. 

Good, she thought, we haven’t been moved somewhere less familiar.

Max moved toward the double doors of the dining room while Nancy went to the other bedroom. When Max realized Nancy wasn’t with him, he waved for her to follow.

She put up a single finger, then pushed on the door. The creak made her wince.

The plastic was gone. The sheets were rumpled, the bathroom door open. It was empty.

About to relay as much to Max, a sound from the dining room startled them both. A low voice, too quiet to discern. Then a second voice. A man and a woman.

Nancy waited. A chair scraped against the floor. She went to Max slowly, quietly, thankful she hadn’t put her shoes on. The movement of furniture covered the sound of her steps.

Max inched his way toward the double doors. He looked back at Nancy, waited for a returned nod, then slowly pushed on the door. The other arm, he kept out behind him, preventing Nancy from following too closely.

The groan of the double door gave them away. Whoever or whatever it was knew they were there now. Unable to see past Max, Nancy painstakingly waited for his expression to change as he looked inside. She unconsciously tightened her fists as she held her breath.

Tension left Max’s shoulders as he fully opened the door.

“Box said: ‘Bonded pair. Do not separate.’”

Max’s eyebrow furrowed. “Mick?”

Nancy’s heart skipped. Her fists unclenched and she crowded behind Max, eager to see over his shoulder. It was Mick—and Olive.

Nancy rushed to her, the two meeting mid-stride for a hug. Relief cascaded into her lungs and let her breathe again. Olive smelled of the sweet gas that had made them cough and sleep. When they pulled apart to look each other over, Nancy noticed Olive still had crusts by her eyes. Her ginger hair was longer, too.

The second couple. Nancy smiled. 

Max hugged Mick, then pulled back abruptly. “Your ribs?”

“Mostly healed. Somehow.” Mick wiped imaginary dust off his shoulder. “In a way I’m not thinking too hard about.”

Olive looked over Nancy. “What are we wearing?”

Mick and Olive were dressed to a similar effect, but in shades of brown.

Nancy laughed. “We don’t know.”

Max gripped Mick’s shoulder. “Why are you here?”

“See, Quaker, that’s the kind of question I’m used to.” Mick slapped a hand into his own palm. “‘Why are you here? What did you do now?’”

“We only woke up a few minutes ago. In that room back there,” said Olive.

Mick went to a nearby window and tapped his knuckles on it. “I coulda gone home and disappointed the people back there, but I figured I’d stick with the aliens.”
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