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    NASA JOHNSON SPACE CENTER




    MISSION CONTROL STATUS REPORT




    AUGUST 29, 2019




    

      DESTINY-7 LANDING


    




    NASA’s Destiny-7 multipurpose crew vehicle successfully splashed down today in the Pacific Ocean near San Clemente Island,

    California, at 9:45 A.M. PDT.




    The combined crew of acting mission commander Tea Nowinski and Brahma spacecraft crew members Taj Radhakrishnan, Natalia Yorkina, and Lucas Munaretto were

    taken aboard the recovery vessel Liberty within an hour and are undergoing physical examinations at Vandenberg Air Force Base.




    Nowinski is expected to return to Houston this evening.




    The landing ended a ten-day mission filled with anomalies, including unplanned events aboard the Near-Earth Object Keanu that resulted in the deaths of

    Destiny-7 astronauts Patrick Downey and Yvonne Hall as well as Brahma cosmonaut Dennis Chertok and the apparent loss of mission commander Zack Stewart. The Coalition spacecraft

    Brahma was also destroyed, resulting in a combined return crew.




    NASA mission control continues its attempts to contact Stewart. Meanwhile, Keanu has departed Earth orbit at a speed of over 40,000 kilometers an

    hour.




    Those seeking information regarding the impacts near Houston and Bangalore are referred to the U.S. Department of Homeland Security.




    

      NASA PRESS RELEASE


    




    Just came out of the presser—amazing in its uselessness. Dear God, “anomalies”? Destiny-7 made it back, yeah, but no

    one is talking about the two UFOs and 200 MISSING PEOPLE!!!!




    

      POSTER ALMAZ AT NEOMISSION.COM
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    No one’s going to read this, I guess. Not even me. But it has to be done.




    Slate battery power is better than it used to be. If I’m careful, I might have two days with it. (It’ll last longer because I’m not using the Net,

    ever again.)




    Anyway, here’s what I know: I’m Pav Radhakrishnan, and I’m 16.




    Last week two spacecraft, one from NASA commanded by Zack Stewart, and the other from the Coalition of India-Brazil-Russia commanded by my father, Taj, landed on the

    Near-Earth Object named Keanu . . . and everything went to shit. First, it turned out that there were aliens living on Keanu as well as human beings. And these human beings were people who were

    killed on Earth—including Stewart’s wife, Megan, and a girl named Camilla. Pretty fucking weird.




    Then two of the NASA astronauts got killed and one of the Brahmans. No one’s quite sure how or why, but they’re gone.




    Brahma got blown up.




    Eventually four of the survivors, including my father, managed to get aboard the Destiny spacecraft and head back to Earth.




    Two days ago me and about a hundred other people from Bangalore got abducted from Earth by a big white balloon thing, some kind of spaceship sent by the Near-Earth

    Object Keanu. Wrong place, wrong time, story of my young life. About eighty other people got collected from Houston, Texas, too.




    We’re all here now, trying to figure out what the hell we do now—how do we eat, sleep, live? Oh, yeah: Who grabbed us and why?




    And how do we get away from them?




    It’s weird to think I’m never going to see my father again, and that we were really just passing each other in space.




    I’m going to call this the Keanu-pedia.




    Correction: No one HUMAN is ever going to read this.




 


    KEANU-PEDIA BY PAV, ENTRY #1


  




  





  THE PRISONER




  

    The days no longer had meaning. Even in the space beyond the barrier between the Prisoner and its former habitat, the cycle of light/lesser light/lesser

    dark/full dark/light had been irregular. The Keepers had almost certainly been manipulating it.




    But now even that false rhythm was missing. Here one could rely only on the subtle gradations of the barrier’s temperatures. Touch warm: light. Touch cold:

    dark.




    A poor method of keeping time, especially when keeping time was the only activity available.




    There was food—barely enough to sustain life, nowhere near sufficient to give one energy for action. Waste simply drained away.




    It was almost certainly another stratagem by the Keepers: to keep a being alive indefinitely, but useless, able only to measure the dimensions of the living space, to create

    fantastical scenarios of revenge, then to sleep and dream.




    Then, somewhere in the next cycle, to repeat.




    Even the revenge fantasies had long grown old and too familiar. Lately, in the past six cycles, they had given way to reconciliation dreams!




    To consider reconciliation with the Keepers—that was a sure sign of madness, and a cause for terror. . . . What came after that? Complete mental collapse?




    Fortunately, there had been an interruption . . . sharp vibrations through the floor and walls that allowed the Prisoner to reconnect with the physical universe, no matter

    how limited.




    Revenge scenarios were once again dominant. There was much touching of the walls, in search of temperature data and now more vibrations.




    Something was happening beyond the chamber. Whether bad or good, it was welcome . . . if only because it meant change.


  




  





  ZACK




  Where was it?




  The question played in Zack Stewart’s mind like an annoying ad jingle. And those three words had been present all through the past seventy-odd hours . . . hours that were very odd indeed,

  if, in fact, they even numbered seventy . . .




  Formerly a typical middle-aged American male of less than average height and weight, often dressed in khakis and polo shirts, he had become a haggard-looking man in stained and soiled long

  johns. Designed to be worn under a NASA EVA suit, said long johns were actually a garment filled with small plastic tubes through which water circulated. The outfit was now the only tangible

  reminder of Zack’s former life as an astronaut. Or as an inhabitant of planet Earth.




  His life before Keanu.




  Lacking a mirror and able to feel the ragged stubble on his face, he suspected that he now looked like a cartoon castaway, which, come to think of it, was exactly his state. Stranded on the

  interplanetary equivalent of a desert island—




  Steady, he told himself. You’ve been running on fumes for a week. You’re stranded on a runaway planetoid. Your choices are . . . find the exit from this habitat while

  still breathing.




  Or lie down and die.




  Even that decision wasn’t simple: Death on Keanu, anywhere around Keanu, didn’t seem to be permanent, or not immediately permanent.




  Maybe that whole life-death-what-have-you business was why he kept looking for the way out.




  Because of Megan. The last he’d seen of his wife, she had been swallowed up by a rogue Sentry and carried off to certain death. An hour later, Zack had had to fight a Sentry . . .

  The same one? He’d thought so at the time.




  Now . . . he wasn’t so sure.




  Of course now, he was five days more exhausted, five days less fed. Five days more distracted.




  Because two days after losing Megan, after killing that Sentry, 187 people had arrived on Keanu. According to them, they had been literally scooped from the surface of the Earth and carried

  across almost half a million kilometers in a pair of giant objects that resembled soap bubbles—




  “Great number,” Harley Drake had said. “One eighty-seven is the section of the California Penal Code for murder.” Harley was Zack’s best friend, a fellow astronaut

  who had been crippled in the auto accident that killed Megan Stewart (for the first time, he had to remind himself, two years before the Destiny mission), only to somehow wind up on Keanu,

  too.




  It was clear from the moment the 187 arrived that, beyond what they wore or carried, they had no clothing, few tools, no shelter, not even a common language. There was food on

  Keanu—the habitat had obviously been designed for creatures from Earth, but which era? There were edible plants, but few that Zack recognized. And how long would those supplies last? What

  nasty parasites or Keanu-specific bacteria were waiting to strike humans living on the Keanu diet of fruits and vegetables?




  There was also a lack of organization and leadership. Plenty of candidates, but to what end? Questions like “Can we go home?” or “Are we stuck here forever?”

  couldn’t be answered.




  Zack was the human race’s expert on Keanu—a title he would gladly have relinquished, given the shallowness of his expertise.




  Not that it stopped everyone, including Harley, from bombarding him with questions, questions, questions.




  Maybe that was another reason to go walkabout: for the sweet moment of silence.




  There was also shame and nagging responsibility; the castaways’ presence here was largely due to Zack’s actions as commander of Destiny-7. Zack had seen the anger in more

  than a few of their faces. How long before someone picked up a rock and clubbed him to death, just for the sheer catharsis?




  So, yes, Zack had wanted to get away from them.




  Even from his own daughter, one of the miraculously improbable new immigrants. Well, not so improbable: Harley Drake had been her guardian. If Harley got himself nabbed, Rachel couldn’t

  have been far away. And Zack had since learned that the reality was the opposite: it was actually Rachel’s fault that the pair had wound up in the not-so-magic 187.




  But, much as he cherished the contact with his daughter, Zack feared the road ahead. Rachel’s life—just like the lives of all humans on Keanu—might turn out to be nasty,

  brutish, and short.




  Wouldn’t it have been better to leave his daughter to a full life on Earth? She’d have been an orphan . . . but she’d have learned to deal with it.




  Another reason to beat himself up.




  He needed to think. He needed to take stock.




  He needed to explore.




  During the horrible end game of the First Contact on Keanu, in which his crewmates had been forced to leave him, in which Megan had been killed a second time . . . Zack had seen what he could

  only call Keanu’s “Factory.” He had walked the broad “streets” of this second habitat, marveled at its mysterious but somehow functional structures.




  He knew that answers to their situation, and tools to improve it, were likely to be found there.




  If only he could reach it.




  So, as one of the vaguely defined Keanu days ended (the light in the habitat did not change much), Zack had simply slipped away and headed back toward the tunnel to the Factory . . . a distance

  surely less than a couple of kilometers.




  And now here he was, as alone as any human being in history, and as vulnerable . . . painfully and slowly working his way along one wall of the habitat . . . its farthest reach almost misty in

  the distance, surely ten or more kilometers away, at the end of the chamber.




  In best Boy Scout fashion, Zack had managed to find traces of his earlier passage, when carrying Camilla in that frantic escape. The ground surface was a nanotech-based regolith, but it acted

  like hard-packed dirt.




  And, in places, not so hard-packed. Here were their tracks, unmistakable.




  But as far as he could determine, the tunnel he had used to reach the Factory was simply gone! It was like a scene from some episode of the Arabian Nights—as if a giant stone door now

  blocked his escape.




  Had there actually been a door, Zack might have been able to locate the spot where the passage used to be . . . some fine crack or edge.




  One thing he had been able to do with his spare time was to create a three-dimensional image of Keanu in his head . . . the Near-Earth Object was a sphere more than a hundred kilometers in

  diameter. Zack’s crew and the competing Coalition Brahma team had landed near Vesuvius Vent, one of many craters on Keanu’s icy-rocky surface. Vesuvius had been located near

  Keanu’s equator; both teams had descended through the vent, then traversed subterranean tunnels that had given them access to this habitat.




  Zack pictured a fat cylinder running from surface to core . . . but that could be wrong: The habitat might just as easily lie at angles to the core.




  No matter. He and the others were inside it, until they figured some way out. They couldn’t go back the way they had come—Zack’s team had entered through a passage that was

  exposed to the vacuum of Keanu’s surface. And while the information from the 187 new arrivals was still jumbled, it appeared that they, too, had come to the habitat via a one-way system.




  Well, Keanu’s environment had changed twice in the week Zack had been part of it. Plant growth, sky, temperatures, everything seemed variable, as if programmed by a machine somewhere

  (likely the case) or, a more horrible thought, entirely at random.




  There was no reason to think Keanu’s environment would stay the same. A passage that had been open five days ago was now closed, as if the habitat were some kind of Rubik’s Cube. Bad

  news for Zack.




  But who was to say it might not open again?




  Besides, Zack was so unsure of his directional abilities and perceptions that he made a second, broader sweep of the area near the wall. With his back to it, he ranged a couple of hundred meters

  to his left, back toward the Temple and the other humans . . . and found no opening or, indeed, anything but more wall.




  So he retraced his steps and marched forward, deeper into the habitat. It was as if his mood sank with every ten meters. It wasn’t distance from the other survivors that caused it . . . it

  was the realization that his moment of freedom, adventure, and exploration was about to end.




  He was going to have to go back, to resume his unwanted post as titular “leader.”




  And father.




  And he felt completely unequipped for either role—




  He stopped. The light inside the Keanu habitat was never as bright as noon on Earth; at its best, it was equivalent to a cloudy morning.




  So Zack couldn’t be sure what he was seeing . . . some kind of object not far ahead, up against the wall, that was not a plant or tree, and not shaped like the rocks here, either.




  He began to run, the tubes in his long johns making clicking and zipping sounds, like corduroy pants—




  Then he stopped, because he suddenly knew what he was seeing less than five meters away.




  It was the body of a human female so mangled it appeared to have almost been torn in two. It reminded Zack of some classic crime photo—California again, the Blue . . . or was it the Black

  Dahlia?




  Only this wasn’t some stranger unlucky enough to be the victim of a crime.




  This was Megan, his reborn wife . . . killed a second time by a Sentry. She had sacrificed herself so that Zack and Camilla could live.




  He knelt, noting with some relief—the only relief he could summon—that her eyes were closed and her features seemed peaceful.




  Zack had already gone through the horror of seeing Megan dead once before, after the auto accident in Florida. That time she—her body—had been intact. But her expression had been

  different; colder, deader somehow.




  This face was more . . . resigned? Accepting? Knowing?




  Stop it. He was projecting. He needed to be practical. He couldn’t leave her like this—




  Not far from the wall he found a stand of trees with giant, fanlike leaves. There were similar trees near the Temple, and one of the survivors had already dubbed them “ginkgos.”




  Zack stripped off several leaves and several lengths of vine.




  He returned to Megan’s body and set about the heartbreaking task of rearranging the remains . . . then gently wrapping them for transport.




  Zack might not have found the passage, but he’d found closure.




  





  RACHEL




  Shortly after dawn, the rain stopped.




  At least, that was how Rachel Stewart would have described it: “Dawn” inside the Keanu human habitat meant that after nine or so hours of low light, the squiggly shaped glowtubes in

  the ceiling warmed up and grew somewhat brighter. A day? It was a lot like one of the few phrases Rachel remembered from the Bible—“the light followed the dark,” something like

  that. There was no sunrise or noon . . . only the glowtubes coming on, then fourteen hours later, fading out to twilight.




  The rain wasn’t much like the precipitation Rachel had known growing up in Texas, either. It was more like a heavy mist that rolled out of hidden crevices in the habitat walls, filling in

  the lower areas first, then expanding to a dense wet cloud that coated vegetation, buildings, and people with enough moisture to cause discomfort and even leave puddles.




  After two “days” of “rain,” three days after her arrival on Keanu, Rachel finally discovered something to do. Something, that is, besides feel dirty and hungry and so

  constantly terrified she was numb.




  “We’re going to bury your mother,” Zack told her.




  He had found Rachel before she’d even rubbed the sleep out of her eyes—before she’d had any breakfast—not that any of the almost two hundred humans huddled in or around

  this weird Temple structure were eating much.




  Her father had simply touched her on the shoulder, where she lay atop a bed of leaves, not far from the strange Brazilian girl, Camilla—nine years old, and a reborn human, also known as a

  Revenant—who had attached herself to Rachel.




  Camilla woke up, too, and made it clear she was coming along, whether Rachel wanted her or not.




  “How did you find Mom, Daddy?” Even as she said it, Rachel knew it was a stupid question. How else but by wandering around in this big stupid tube? And, really, what difference did

  it make?




  Fortunately, her father recognized her question for what it was: nervous chatter. He simply took Rachel by the hand and—with Camilla following several steps behind—led her away from

  the Temple to the nearest rocks, to a bundle of ginkgo leaves that looked more like a giant seed pod than a human being.




  This was the body of Megan Stewart? Her mother? In Rachel’s mind, she had knelt by her mother’s Texas grave as recently as a week ago . . . the same day she had had the terrifying

  and bizarre experience of talking with her via NASA television.




  Rachel’s back had been aching the moment she woke up. Last year she’d gotten what should have been a cute tattoo on her lower back. Now that yellow butterfly felt swollen and

  sore.




  “I found her this morning,” her father said.




  “Where?”




  “Back that way,” he said, pointing farther down the habitat . . . which in Rachel’s mind was the northern or lower end, not that direction had any meaning.




  The habitat was roughly cylindrical, or half-cylindrical. There was a floor, and a ceiling that, at its greatest, was at least a few hundred meters high. The floor was rolling, actual earth and

  rocklike terrain covered with various kinds of plant life, including some good-sized trees. The sloping walls looked like cliff faces. Rachel and those who had been scooped from Earth and shipped

  across four hundred thousand kilometers of space had emerged into the habitat at one end . . . what she now thought of as “south.”




  The Temple building, a good-sized pile of material that stood three stories tall and covered as much area as a baseball diamond, sat near that southern end. Although Rachel hadn’t explored

  more than a few hundred meters beyond the Temple, she had already decided that the Temple rested on high ground . . . everything further north was “lower.”




  Around them people were stirring. It reminded Rachel of the ragged wake-up at the only Girl Scout camp she’d attended, when she was twelve. No one had seemed happy or healthy then, and

  this morning on Keanu was no different.




  Rachel had gone through the insane emotional roller coaster of seeing her mother killed in a car crash in Florida two years ago, then alive again via television here on Keanu . . . only to learn

  upon arrival that she had died a second time.




  “How did she die again?” Zack had told her, but it was that first hour, a very confusing time.




  “A Sentry killed her.”




  “A Sentry?” Rachel hadn’t spent nearly as much time with her father as she wanted—of course, given their situation and her mental state, the right amount of contact would

  have been constant. She had wanted to cling to her father and not let go.




  “One of the other inhabitants,” he said, clearly too tired to offer much more.




  “You mean, like, alien inhabitant.” Zack nodded. “Is it still around?” If this Sentry killed her mother, clearly it was a creature to be avoided.




  “I don’t think so. I stabbed it,” Zack said. “Camilla helped.” Rachel noticed that the littler girl was still lurking a few meters away. Hearing her name, she

  smiled and moved closer, to Rachel’s intense annoyance.




  “Was that the only one?” Rachel asked.




  Zack shrugged. “Can’t say. There was a passageway between here and the Factory. But I think it’s closed now.”




  Rachel had no idea what that meant, and no chance to ask, because Harley Drake and Sasha Blaine were approaching. Harley was going slowly, using his arms to power his wheelchair across the bumpy

  ground.




  Rachel felt a rush of pity for the man. God, it was so easy to forget what he was like before the accident . . . a pilot, a jock, a total womanizer—or so her mother, Megan, had said once.

  Now look at him.




  Then there was Sasha Blaine, the Valkyrie astronomer and math whiz, eternally perky. Even she looked pale and worn out.




  Rachel realized that her father had told the couple about her mother’s body—before he’d told her! She didn’t much like that.




  They exchanged grim good mornings, and equally uncomfortable hugs. Sasha said a hello to the Brazilian girl in German—one of Camilla’s two languages—earning a smile for her

  efforts. Then she produced a small shovel. “I rescued this from one of the other teams,” Sasha said.




  “It’ll have to do,” Zack said. “Let’s get this over with.”




  Even though Zack had discouraged Rachel from a final “viewing,” he needed her to carry the body. Seeing Zack struggle to lift the bundle—which probably

  weighed forty kilograms, since gravity in the habitat was close to that of Earth—and stagger with it, Sasha had offered to help. But Rachel moved quickly. This was her mother—or so it

  seemed. And her poor father.




  It was her job.




  They made their way slowly to the south, a little uphill, into the deep dark recesses of a corner of the habitat Rachel had not visited. She quickly grew tired and then frustrated by the

  distance. “Why are we going all this way?” she snapped. “Didn’t we bury the others—” Two people had died during the awful first arrival day.




  “We don’t have a cemetery, kiddo,” Harley Drake said. “Your dad has his reasons.”




  “We’re here,” Zack said.




  They had reached a cavernous opening inside which Rachel could see strange cell-like structures lining the walls. “We called this the Beehive,” Zack said, gesturing with alarming

  weakness. “It’s where we came through from the vent. It’s where . . . Megan . . . your mother . . . came from.”




  Camilla stepped forward, as if eager to explore. Sasha held her back.




  Harley jabbed the shovel into the ground. “Got any particular place in mind?” he asked Zack.




  Zack looked around, then stepped out into the open. “Right here, I think.” He turned to Rachel and offered the first smile she had seen from her father in days. “This is a

  little like St. Bernadette’s, right?” That was the name of Megan Stewart’s earthly resting place, a cemetery near the space center.




  Harley rolled his wheelchair toward the spot, but Sasha took the shovel. “Let me.”




  Harley began to protest, but Zack said, “Hey, Harls, why don’t you grab some of those melons?” He pointed to a nearby tree laden with large red fruit of some kind.




  Rachel knew Harley’s expressions, and what flashed across his face was fury—less at Zack or Sasha than his situation. But he accepted the assignment, though not without a final

  grumble: “Maybe I should volunteer to taste-test them, too.”




  Sasha quickly and efficiently scratched out the borders of a grave, then dug the shovel into the earth. “Oh, thank God,” she said. “It’s loose. I was afraid it would be

  hard.”




  The tall woman from Yale worked methodically as Zack simply watched, hands folded over his chest. Camilla wandered all around them, careful never to go any closer to the Beehive. Eventually she

  joined Harley, helping to carry a handful of the red melons back to the gravesite.




  After several minutes, Sasha stopped, clearly exhausted. “Uh, how deep?” she said.




  “Tradition suggests two meters,” Harley said.




  “This is hardly a traditional environment,” Zack said. “Keanu will . . . absorb her, I think.” He took the shovel from Sasha then, jumped into the grave, which by then

  was close to a meter deep, and furiously continued the digging.




  Emerging, hands and arms trembling from effort, Sasha patted Rachel on the shoulder. “Almost over,” she said.




  As promised, moments later Zack slid the shovel toward Harley. “That’s it,” he said.




  Sasha reached the bundle that held Megan’s body before Zack did. Rachel did, too. It seemed to her that Zack hesitated . . . as if relishing this last moment of contact, no matter how

  bizarre.




  Finally, moving carefully, the three gently lowered the remains into the grave. Zack stepped back. Sasha looked so drained that Rachel picked up the shovel and began covering the body.




  Zack took over, and then it was all done.




  Except for the words. “Do you want to say something?” Harley said. His voice was so gentle he didn’t sound like Harley Drake.




  Zack took a big breath, his chest swelling, and said, “I don’t think I can.” And then he simply broke down.




  Which triggered unstoppable tears in Rachel, too. In her head, she was hearing Megan’s voice again . . . not the weird way it had sounded during their last exchange via NASA TV, or the

  sharp tones of a mother-to-teen-daughter, but the voice Rachel had heard as a child, being rocked to sleep or comforted after a nightmare. “There, there, baby girl.”




  Zack pulled her to him, and there they stood . . . two sobbing wrecks.




  “I’ll say something.” It was Harley Drake. “‘Ashes to ashes, dust to dust’. . . it’s not just words, it’s a commandment. Rest in peace, Megan

  Doyle Stewart. You’ve earned it.”




  Almost on command, the group of five turned and began walking or rolling away. Only Camilla lingered, staring at the grave, making a sad little gesture with her hands.




  Rachel shook her head, trying to stop weeping. And found herself laughing.




  “What’s that?” Zack said, his eyes red.




  “Don’t you think it’s funny, Daddy?”




  “Funny?”




  “You’ve buried Mom twice now, on two different planets.”




  Her father stared at her. His eyes went wide, an expression Rachel had rarely seen, and always feared. But in an instant the scary face was gone, replaced by something more benign. He simply

  hugged her—




  Suddenly they heard a terrifying sound—a raspy screech, like the cry of a demented eagle. Only there couldn’t be eagles here . . . certainly nothing was flying. “Jesus

  Christ!” Harley said. “What was that?”




  Sasha pointed, just as, quicker than any human had ever moved, a creature shot out of the trees and snatched one of the red melons from Camilla’s hands. It ran toward the Beehive.




  “Come on,” Zack said. He was going to follow it.




  Harley snapped, “Why do we care? Let it eat the thing!”




  “I want to know what that animal is,” Zack said. “And whether or not that melon is poisonous.” He headed off, showing more energy than Rachel had yet seen. She and the

  others followed, an increasing distance behind.




  “Not to be argumentative,” Sasha said, “but that animal might be able to eat all kinds of things that would kill us.”




  “Not if it’s a monkey,” Rachel said. She had spotted it again . . . the creature was perched atop a good-sized boulder near the Beehive entrance, banging the melon until it

  broke open.




  “I don’t know if that’s a monkey,” Zack said. “Its skin looked too smooth . . . oh.”




  Now they all had a good view of the creature on the rock, which was greedily stuffing melon guts into its monkey face.




  “It’s a vervet monkey,” Sasha said. She turned to Rachel. “Good eyes.”




  Rachel couldn’t have named the creature, but something about its head shape, hands, tail, and running posture had just said “monkey.”




  “Don’t they have fur?” Harley said.




  “It’s probably got fur under that harder second skin,” Zack said. “When things come out of the Beehive, that’s what they wear . . . at least a couple of layers,

  like diving suits.”




  “How do we know it came from the Beehive?” Harley said.




  Sasha pointed at relatively fresh tracks that led back into the Beehive. “Look for yourself.”




  “Does that mean this little guy was resurrected?” Harley said.




  “It might,” Zack said. He turned to Rachel. “Where on Earth are vervet monkeys found?”




  Now she was embarrassed, because she didn’t know. But Sasha rescued her. “They’re found in the Far East, particularly India.”




  Harley and Zack exchanged looks. “That sort of fits,” Zack said. He nodded to Camilla. “So far we’ve only seen humans being brought back, and every one of those had a

  direct personal link to one of the humans here.”




  Harley snorted. “So, if I get this . . . we’re wondering which of the Bangalore people is hot for a monkey?”




  Sasha slapped Harley on the shoulder. Meanwhile, Rachel was keeping an eye on the monkey . . . which was busy devouring the melon while staying vigilant.




  Zack was heading deeper into the Beehive. “I wonder what else is in here?” Rachel found the whole place creepy in the extreme, but she wasn’t going to let her father out of her

  sight.




  She followed. So did Camilla, closely, then Harley and Sasha.




  The Beehive was dark, except for light from the large opening into the habitat itself, and from a weird glow emanating from the hexagonal things along the walls.




  Camilla made a sound and clutched Rachel’s hand. “Daddy, what are these things?”




  “We called them cells,” Zack said. “They’re some kind of incubators.”




  “And Mom is one of these?”




  Zack nodded. The whole idea made Rachel shudder. “You know, Daddy—”




  She and the others heard another strange sound. But this wasn’t the screeching of a reborn vervet monkey . . . this was a pitiful yowl.




  “God, there wouldn’t be a baby here?” Sasha said.




  Harley rolled forward and around a corner. “No, I think we’ve got that covered elsewhere.” Rachel knew that the Bangalore object had brought a mother and newborn child to

  Keanu. “Zack!”




  Zack had been searching down another alley in the Beehive. Now he ran to Harley. Rachel wasn’t in a hurry, however; she wasn’t sure she wanted to see what was making that awful

  sound.




  It was coming from a cell a meter off the ground . . . there was light inside as well as the shadow of a creature—another animal, Rachel thought—thrashing in agony.

  “Let’s get it out of there,” Zack said, chipping away at the cell’s membrane with the shovel.




  As soon as he’d created a tear, he and Sasha peeled back the membrane and reached inside.




  They pulled out a dog.




  Or what looked and sounded like a dog that had lost its master. The creature had a snout and four legs but was encased in the same leathery second skin as the monkey, coated in slime from the

  cell. Which the dog immediately showered on Rachel and the others as it thrashed and shook itself. With Sasha pinning the animal, Zack managed to peel the second skin away from its face.




  Able to breathe and see, the animal calmed down. “Anybody here a dog person?” Zack said.




  “I grew up with a border collie,” Sasha said. She was making soothing sounds as she gently peeled away more of the covering.




  “I was actually wondering what breed this was.”




  “Looks like a golden-Lab mix,” Harley said. “Not that I’m an expert.”




  Just then the dog wrestled itself out of Zack and Sasha’s grasp and performed a violent shiver, obviously trying to free itself of what remained of the second skin.




  “Poor thing,” Rachel said. Not that she was a dog fan.




  “I wonder who this guy belongs to,” Sasha said.




  The dog looked right at Rachel . . . tongue hanging out. Here he comes, she thought, ready to back away.




  But the dog only took a step toward Rachel. And she couldn’t help reaching out to pat his head. The dog responded by licking her hand.




  “Well,” Zack said, “we know who he belongs to for the moment.”




  “Rachel, you ought to give your dog a name,” Harley said.




  “He’s not my dog!” The only dog Rachel had ever liked had been in some old television show. “All right, call him ‘Cowboy.’”




  Suddenly Cowboy barked. He had smelled or seen something off in the reaches of the Beehive.




  Rachel and the others instinctively clustered together. “God, what now?” Sasha said.




  Zack hefted the shovel just as another creature emerged from the shadows. Like Cowboy, this one was four-legged and of earthly design. “Is that a cow?” Rachel said.




  Harley laughed out loud. “What do you suppose our barbecue-loving Texas friends are going to say to that?”




  “Actually,” Sasha said, “I’ll be more interested in what our friends from Bangalore will say to what our Texas friends will say.”




  Rachel thought that was pretty darn funny, but Zack only grunted.




  There’s another thing we won’t have on Keanu, she realized.




  Fun.




  





  Part Two




  [image: ]




  

    I can’t believe they’re having me do this.




    Hi, Rachel, it’s Amy . . . Amy Meyer. I hope you can see this . . . your dad’s friends thought we should send messages to everyone who went away in those

    things. I guess they have the idea you’ll receive signals. Everyone thinks you’re still, you know, alive.




    God, that’s stupid, I mean . . . hello, we’re all still thinking about you and praying for you and hoping you’re doing okay. It’s a little

    weird here, that’s for sure, but nothing like . . . whatever’s going on with you.




    Sorry, can I stop now?




    

      BROADCAST FROM HOUSTON MISSION CONTROL TO KEANU BY AMY MEYER


    




    AUGUST 31, 2019




    Okay, who do I know here? Some of the people from Bangalore. There’s Mr. Vikram Nayar, who was my father’s mission director and my

    mother’s—well, let that slide for now. Mr. Nayar is tall and grim and usually unhappy.




    There’s Dale Scott, who’s this American astronaut who was working for Nayar and my father because he was kind of a dick and NASA got rid of him. His

    girlfriend is here, too. Valentina is her name. She’s Russian and looks unhappy, too.




    There’s another ISRO engineer named Jaidev who’s maybe 28, and creepy.




    I also know Rachel Stewart, Zack’s daughter, who is 14 and from the Houston group.




    There’s no one I actually like.




    Which makes sense, because there’s nothing about Keanu that I like, either.




    

      KEANU-PEDIA BY PAV, UNNUMBERED ENTRY, ARRIVAL DAY


    


  




  





  ARRIVAL DAY: VALYA




  Valya Makarova would remember several things about the trip from Earth to Keanu inside a giant bubble.




  First there was the fear. Can I breathe? (Yes, as it turned out.) Am I trapped? (She remembered having nightmares about the sinking of the Russian submarine Kursk

  fifteen years back, and the horror of finding yourself in a cold dark tube from which there was no escape. And yes, she was trapped . . . but the bubble was translucent . . . and the temperatures

  stayed Bangalore-high.)




  She noted that she was still holding on to her purse. It was a large black bag, a Hermès Birkin knockoff she had bought in Moscow, and filled with such necessities as her phone, makeup,

  bits of candy and tissues, and her growing collection of key cards and security passes. Her right arm was through the strap; the purse rode high on her shoulder.




  Reassured by that, at least, she commenced a brief, urgent search for Dale Scott. They had been standing right next to each other in the shattered parking lot of the Bangalore Control Center

  when the looming bubble had expanded.




  Tumbled upside down into darkness, she had lost sight of Dale in seconds . . . she wasn’t even sure whether he had been scooped up, or left behind, or, horrid thought, sliced in half.




  What is happening? She hadn’t been able to make a count, but it was obvious that something like a hundred people had been scooped up by this bubble. . . . As it rose into the sky,

  then beyond the sky into space, some floated in zero g, screaming, while others tried to swim. Several people collided, fighting like panicky drowners. One encounter was so violent it left a cloud

  of blood floating in air.




  And with blood, there came the inevitable discharges of vomitus. At least a third of the hundred people looked either green or pale, each suffering from motion sickness.




  Some simply closed their eyes and attempted yoga positions, or sleep. After thrashing around and finding the actions useless—and exhausting—Valya had selected the last option,

  relaxing to the inevitable, folding her hands across her chest and finding that, after a while, she floated toward the bubbles wall.




  For a moment, she was afraid she might sail through it—or slam into it. Or be electrocuted at a touch.




  Fortunately, none of that happened. She simply . . . bounced . . . and found herself gently but definitely sliding toward one end of the bubble along with several dozen others. (Just as many

  seemed to be sliding toward the other “pole.”) The object must be spinning, imparting some motion to its contents.




  And now all Valya could do was take in the spectacle of a group of people floating inside a giant bubble, an image that looked as though it were more suited to some demented ride at an American

  amusement park.




  For the longest time, the bubble was filled with screams, complaints, prayers in a polyglot stew of Hindi, Urdu, even Chinese, Portuguese, and Russian.




  As for the other, nastier aspects of existence inside the bubble, Valya noted that, quite separate from the water and food dispensers, a different machine was sucking in the blood, urine, and

  other debris.




  She found this reassuring. It told her that the builders of the bubble had deliberately collected them and, for whatever reasons, planned to support them.




  Somewhat comforted, Valya had spent much of the next half day, in rotation, sleeping—the worst airplane sleep was better than the best she was able to get in the bubble—and then

  taking inventory of her purse (There seemed to be fewer items every time! Where had the roll of Dyno-Mints gone?) and speculating on who had grabbed them, why, and what for.




  Mostly, however, what she remembered was feeling as though she were falling.




  Intellectually, she knew it was no different from what cosmonauts had experienced for sixty years: zero g or microgravity or, yes, free fall.




  But knowing that . . . even knowing that Dale, her most recent lover, had lived it . . . nothing had prepared her for the unsettling experience.




  She passed the journey without significant interaction with her fellow voyagers. Yes, there was an occasional nod, a shared grimace. At one point, a sobbing young woman floated within reach and

  Valya grabbed her, saying soothing things in Hindi that she half-believed herself. “Don’t worry. We’re being taken somewhere. If they wanted us dead, they wouldn’t be giving

  us food and water.”




  One thing that Valya couldn’t help noticing: the surprise on the woman’s face when Valya spoke. True, she’d been a real outsider in Bangalore. Although she was of average

  height and weighed more than she wanted (at age fifty-three she was finding it depressingly easy to put on pounds), she had blue eyes and blond hair and spoke Hindi with a Russian accent.




  Russians had never been popular in India.




  In spite of her linguistic skills, her isolation from the other bubble victims was no surprise. Valya had gotten to know very few of the team at Bangalore. To this point, all her

  Brahma-related work had taken place in Moscow.




  As well it should have. She was a linguist, not a space person. Yes, she had grown up on the fringes of the space program—her father, Anton Makarov, worked in the Energiya factory, where

  spacecraft were built; he was essentially a plumber. Valya’s mother was a secretary in one of Energiya’s sister organizations.




  From both parents their daughter had learned about the overwhelming and unproductive role of the Communist Party—never dealing with ideology, but only with bonuses and perks—and the

  inside politics of any organization larger than a football team.




  Rather than follow her family, and her contemporaries, into aerospace engineering and a sure job at Energiya, Valya had chosen to study languages at Moscow University.




  Part of it was her desire to make money as a translator. In the 1980s, the Soviet Union threw itself open to European and American business interests in a desperate attempt to remain Communist.

  The effort had failed; by 1992 the Soviet Union had fallen apart.




  But the market for translators never slackened. Valya had made a better than decent living—in hard, non-Russian currency—by knowing not only English, but French, German . . .

  Spanish, and Portuguese. Over the years she had added some Arabic and Hindi and had a reading knowledge of Chinese (she spoke the Cantonese version).




  It was this broad-based knowledge that had brought her to work for the Indian Space Research Organization, to help translate strange signals. Her skill had likely made it easier for her to fall

  into a relationship with Dale Scott.




  On balance, then, she would have to conclude that language had ruined her life.




  After a few hours, however, with the bubble clearly in space, the bodies no longer flailing, the long wave of panic having receded, Valya was able to hear.




  Somewhere inside the bubble, machines were at work. There was a definite hum, and occasional insane series of mechanical clicks.




  Turning her head, she saw dark rectangular shapes at the nearest “pole” of the bubble. They seemed to be the source of the noises.




  No matter. By this point, perhaps two hours into the situation, Valya’s overriding thought became . . . Now I need to urinate.




  Before it became an emergency, however, she found herself joining a collection of humans—none of whom she recognized—at the south pole of the bubble, where it became apparent that

  the object was equipped with life support mechanisms. One unit displayed obvious nipplelike structures, and some desperately thirsty people were lapping away, happily wiping their mouths.

  “Water!” one of them proclaimed.




  Water. Good.




  Valya surmised that a similar unit next to it dispensed food of some kind. At the moment, a pair of Indian men in the standard white shirts and slacks were examining the device, fingers probing,

  hands tapping around the edges. A heavyset young Chinese man joined them for a few moments, too, before giving up.




  Thank God for engineers, she thought.




  Then a different man joined them—American, in his fifties, a bit stocky, yet looking somehow less rumpled than the others. He conversed briefly with the two Indians, seemed to reassure

  himself of something important, then saw Valya . . . and smiled. “Hey, baby! Happy to see me?”




  When the Bangalore Object struck, Valya had just reached Dale’s car in the parking lot. Like most of the several thousand employees of Bangalore Control Center, Valya

  commuted by bus, a trip that often took an hour, one way, from the city center.




  But Dale Scott was American. His belief in private transportation bordered on the religious. He was proud of the fact that he had bullied ISRO into leasing a car for him. “Driving it is

  still a bitch,” he said. “What they need is what they used to have in Russia . . . a lane right down the middle of the fricking road for VIPs.”




  Valya remembered such a road, running near Energiya. “What makes you think you’d be a VIP here?” she teased.




  “I’ve spent four years teaching these folks how to operate in space, and now they’re on their way to Keanu. Without me, Vikram Nayar would be just another space wannabe instead

  of the rajah of Brahma.” One of the things Valya had liked about Dale, his good looks aside, was his confidence that, now and then, slipped into arrogance.




  It had hurt him with NASA, she knew. His astronaut career had stalled seven years back. But, for some reason, it had endeared him to the Indians Valya had met. Certainly her stock had risen

  considerably when they learned she was dating Dale, the unspoken observation being, He could have all the younger women he wanted!




  The same thought had occurred to Valya, of course, who assumed that, in fact, Dale likely was having all the younger women he wanted. They had only met two weeks before the

  Brahma launch, hardly time enough to develop a real relationship. She had been flattered by his attention and certainly enjoyed making love with him but wondered how much of the shared

  attraction was transient—or fueled by a common language.




  No matter. Barring a miracle, they had both left behind a world in which relationships existed. Now their goal was day-to-day survival.




  She realized, however, that the affair with Dale had probably saved her life. When the shocking news came that a pair of objects had been fired from Keanu toward Earth, and that one of them was

  targeting Bangalore Control Center, Valya had not known what to do, where to run.




  Valya had spent the last two days at the center, working frantically and not productively, trying to translate some of the signs, symbols, and signals received from Keanu. The new imagery from

  the Brahma crew on the NEO had not been shared with the linguistic team dealing with the earlier radio signals. Valya knew there was additional material, but in true ISRO fashion, it

  wasn’t being shared.




  In fact, she was close to leaving the center when Dale appeared in her tiny office and said, “We’re going, now.”




  “What about the mission?” she heard herself saying, though she was already in motion down the hallway.




  “Fuck the mission, it’s over, anyway.”




  They had run for the parking lot, a cramped collection of multicolored automobiles behind the control center. Seeing the jammed vehicles—Indians were worse than Russians when it came to

  respecting the rights of other cars in a parking lot, and Russians would happily block you in for a day if it suited them—Valya had said, “We’re never going to get out!”




  But Dale had simply grinned his crooked grin. “Oh, we’ll get out if I have to steal a car.”




  They had barely reached his Mercedes, however, when they realized they weren’t going to get away. They could see and hear the approaching object.




  Dale reached for her—to shield her, she thought—but the blinding impact slammed both of them to the pavement. A blast of heat washed over them—it wasn’t hot enough to

  melt metal, or flesh. Either that, or it didn’t last long enough. It was possible that the jammed vehicles sheltered them.




  When Valya was able to stand . . . helping a stunned Dale to his feet . . . she was confronted by the most bizarre thing she had ever seen.




  A giant white sphere rotated where the main control building had stood. The ground story looked largely intact . . . Valya thought she could actually see people in those windows, trying to get

  out of the destroyed building. A couple of them jumped—not as far or as horrifying as footage from 9/11, but bad enough.




  “Don’t look,” Dale had said.




  “I’m not a child,” she had snapped.




  “Point taken. The plan still holds, though. Let’s get out of here.”




  “We’ll never move these cars—” Several vehicles had been jammed together by the shock wave, fused into a giant flat mass of battered automobile.




  “Let’s just move ourselves.”




  They had managed to cross a hundred meters, beyond the parking lot to a park that was now a collection of windblown debris and shattered trees, when the light around them changed.




  Neither of them could help turning. They saw the bubble expanding toward them, scooping them up.




  During the next several hours in the bubble, perhaps a day, they never clung to each other. Dale would park her in some new spot along the wall, then go swimming off.

  “Nayar is here,” he said during one of his departures.




  Valya didn’t care. She barely knew the man. And, like most Indian men of his generation, Vikram Nayar, the Brahma mission director, was unused to working with women in a

  professional capacity. He showed it by ignoring her.




  After Dale’s fifth or eighth return from errands, Valya finally said, “Why don’t you stay put? What can you possibly be trying to accomplish?”




  “Actually, some of us are trying to organize these people, find out what they’re carrying.”




  “You haven’t asked me.”




  He smiled that crooked smile. “I know what you’re carrying.”




  Valya immediately sensed something different. Granted, their circumstances had changed radically. And their relationship was only weeks old. But that voice, that posture, meant a kiss, a touch,

  a pat on her behind.




  But now, here? Nothing. Valya touched his arm. “You’re through with me.”




  She knew him well enough to see that her blind shot had struck home. “What the hell are you talking about?”




  “You won’t touch me. You won’t spend time with me. If it weren’t a little crazy, I’d think that you’d found someone else—”




  Naturally he seized on that. “Given the circumstances, that is indeed a little crazy—”




  “Don’t deny it.”




  He didn’t. He floated for a moment, then shook his head. “I’m married.”




  It took Valya a moment to register this information. Then, to deal with her own irrational surprise. She had never considered it! She knew he’d been married before—her one moment of

  due diligence had been to access Dale’s official NASA biography, which called him “married.” But that was years out of date, untouched since Dale’s unceremonious exit from

  the American agency.




  Then there were the snickering glances from co-workers about Dale’s other, younger, prior women. Somehow it had all lulled her into . . . well, not asking the question.




  She started laughing.




  “Oh, for Christ’s sake . . . it’s not as though—” He wisely left that sentence unfinished. “Why is this funny?”




  “Now you tell me? Here?”




  He couldn’t resist joking. “Well, there’s never a good time—”




  “Shut up! Leave me alone!” Her anger was as shocking as her surprise at the revelation. Clearly she was hungry, exhausted, frightened . . . at the edge of sanity, most likely. Or

  over it, because it was very unlikely that Dale Scott’s being married made any difference. None of them would be seeing Earth again.




  She swam away, taking up a perch a few meters away, beyond the cluster of life support machines. After a few moments, Dale launched himself clear across the forty-meter-wide bubble to the

  opposite side.




  Sometime during the second day, Valya returned from an unquiet doze to note a change in the background noise of the bubble. She clutched at her purse as she realized that the clicking and

  thumping had ramped up.




  Dale, apparently feeling that her anger had subsided, was swimming toward her. “Don’t freak out,” he said, making her feel a lot like freaking out.




  Through the milky walls, one thing became clear:




  Keanu was closer! She and Dale and a hundred others . . . they were all falling toward it!




  





  ARRIVAL DAY: XAVIER




  “Hey, kid.”




  Xavier Toutant was startled by the harsh voice behind him. After an hour of tugging and sweating, he had managed to pry open one of the jammed cabinets inside the back two thirds of the big

  diesel Fleetwood Freightliner 2020—not that he would have known the name, but it was plastered on the side of the recreational vehicle. It was dark; this whole weightless thing made you feel

  like an idiot even trying to open a door. Every time you pushed, you were the object that gave.




  Now there was some other fool floating in here . . . white, thin, balding, midthirties, wearing a pair of slacks and a dress shirt that had suffered some major distressing. Even in the shadowy

  interior, Xavier could see that his face was red and his eyes small and mean. “Ass eyes” was what his uncle Clare would have called them.




  “What are you doing in here?”




  There were several possible responses, ranging from None of your fucking business to his usual noncommittal shrug. But Xavier had been upside down and dizzy and hungry for two days.




  And he had watched this particular cracker lurking around the RV for the better part of a day. So he said, “Same thing you are.”




  “Oh really. And what’s that?”




  “Checking things out.”




  “Like, what, you’re in a goddamned library?”




  So far, in fact, Xavier had found nothing worth having in this wreck. Unless you counted a pair of battered lawn chairs, and in the weightless world of the bubble, he did not.




  “So, then, what if I told you it was closing time?”




  Xavier was getting tired of this clown. “Is this your ride?”




  “What if I said yes?”




  Xavier had to smile. “If this was yours, you wouldn’t have said that. So . . . I’m just scrounging, man. Don’t know what’s here . . . might be useful to find

  out.”




  The cracker had wedged himself into the open front, which had gotten squished down either by the initial scoop or by being slammed into the walls of the big bubble afterward. Either way, it was

  a tight fit . . . which was one of the reasons little Xavier Toutant was one of the few people, if not the only one, to wriggle inside to see what was what.




  He wasn’t worried that the cracker would try to tackle him. He would have to swim at him, allowing plenty of time for Xavier to wedge himself and either take a swing at him, or even rip

  off the open cabinet door and swat him like a big old bug.




  “Not the worst idea I’ve heard,” the cracker said, confirming what Xavier had immediately suspected: This guy was a spiritual cousin, which is to say, he was a scrounger, a

  runner of errands. No matter now nicely he dressed back on Earth.




  Or, to be more accurate, he was just another low-level criminal. “Find anything useful?”




  “Not yet. Just started.”




  For Xavier Toutant—formerly of New Orleans, Louisiana, but for the past fourteen years, an unhappy resident of Houston, Texas—the big white scoop came just in time.




  Following that afternoon’s rain, he had gone out to the secret spot near the inlet to check on his plants. He had nine different sites, including the one up near La Porte. That and seven

  others were on slightly higher ground, less prone to flooding.




  But not the one down near the new park. (Funny how everyone kept calling it “new,” since it was already in existence the day Xavier and his mother and sister arrived from New

  Orleans.)




  So he’d put on his galoshes and the big raincoat, grabbed a flashlight, and climbed into his Chevy. As always, Momma had asked him where he was going. As always, he had simply said,

  “Out! Back in an hour!”




  They had a good understanding. Momma didn’t pry into Xavier’s outings, and he didn’t pry into the collection of Chardonnay bottles that grew by one each day throughout the

  week, dropping to zero on Tuesday, when trash was picked up.




  Not that he blamed her. They had lost everything in the Ninth Ward back in August 2005, and they hadn’t had much to begin with. Momma had worked as a waitress at Cajun Sam’s, which

  got flooded and never reopened.




  Same thing for their ground-floor apartment on Florida Street, or so Aunt Marie had told them; they had evacuated ahead of the surge and had never been back.




  And to this day, Momma never knew what happened to her brother Clare, who had been seen in or around the Superdome during all that mess, but never after.




  They wound up here in La Porte, Texas, among the oil workers and righteous Texans who, at first, seemed quite happy to show their charity and take in those displaced by the hurricane and

  flooding.




  The First AME Church had been great; no complaints there. They’d found Xavier and Momma a motel room and some clothing and meals, then vouchers for the same as things calmed down.




  They’d hooked Momma up with a job at a Cajun barbecue place named Le Roi’s over toward some airport, all with the understanding that it was temporary, that one day soon they would go

  back to New Orleans.




  But that day had never come. Xavier had been put into the second grade at Bayshore Elementary, and it turned out to be a better school than the one he’d attended in New Orleans, or so

  Momma told him.




  And her job paid better than the one at Cajun Sam’s, too. Eventually—with help from the church—they’d moved out of the motel to the place they had now, and Xavier had

  gone through grade school and junior high and well into high school.




  Maybe it was hanging around the kitchen at Le Roi’s that gave him the idea—or, more likely, gave other people the idea that this was his idea—but Xavier was on the way to

  becoming a cook, if not exactly a chef. He started out washing dishes and busing tables, then graduated to chopping vegetables.




  But around that time, Momma was diagnosed with cancer, and they simply needed money. Hanging around Le Roi’s, Xavier had gotten to know a few of the boys who, in addition to cooking meals,

  sold other things people wanted.




  Eventually Xavier had started doing favors for them, running out at all hours to pick up or drop off or collect.




  When he was eighteen and had been running errands for only a year, he’d gotten caught. Because of the amount of material he was carrying, and the fact that he was no longer a juvenile,

  he’d been sentenced to six months in the misnamed Harris County Leadership Academy.




  It hadn’t been that tough—though it was surely one of those experiences that looked better in the rearview mirror—but it had pretty much screwed him with the folks at Le

  Roi’s.




  And when he got out, why, he found that the knowledge he had picked up running errands made it possible for him to go into business for himself.




  Low level. He was never going to get rich. He would be living with Momma until she died (her cancer had gone into remission, but Xavier knew that meant she wouldn’t die today, but

  don’t look for her to celebrate, say, New Year’s 2022).




  His errand work—basically growing and dealing pot—had been so low-level that he’d had to pick up some part-time jobs, mostly construction, but a little plumbing (there was

  always a market for small men who were willing to climb through shit under people’s houses) and some electrical work.




  The electrical work had led to one strange summer where Xavier had helped wire and set up a computer network at an office building. He started thinking that if he enrolled at Remington and got a

  certificate, he might have a career in IT.




  He was looking into it. He’d gone online to check the price and the application dates as recently as last week, right around the time Destiny-7 got launched toward Keanu.




  Now he was a fucking refugee again. Wasn’t once enough for a lifetime?




  “Shit!” The cracker had started in on a storage place under the seats of the tiny RV dinette. The cushions were still in place, held there by a jagged shard of RV body that had been

  poked into the interior by some nasty slam on the exterior. Xavier had started his RV search there and quickly given it up.




  But the cracker was more persistent. He had tugged the torn cushion out of the way, then managed to push the lid open.




  Xavier decided that was worth a look. He tugged himself over there using the former ceiling of the RV for handholds. “Need help?”




  The cracker was straining to open the lid far enough to reach inside. His feet kept slipping. “Here,” Xavier said. He braced himself against the opposite wall, back against a stove

  and an empty refrigerator (at least, it had been emptied by the time Xavier got to it), feet on the cracker’s back.




  The cracker was so intent on his work that he didn’t object. And, thus braced, he was able to leverage the lid open. “All right!” The first things he pulled out were two

  pillows, then a blanket.




  “Now you can sleep in comfort,” Xavier said. More useless crap.




  The cracker kept reaching in, feeling for something. Out came a first-aid kit, which he shoved at Xavier. “Now we’re talking,” Xavier said. He would have killed for a Tylenol

  that first day. But he could see that the dusty kit hadn’t been used in a while. Still, even if medications were past their sell-by date, bandages and tape didn’t go bad with time.




  The cracker was sweaty, giving up. “That’s it.”




  “Got something, at least.” Xavier went back to his work, which hadn’t progressed.




  But now the cracker came with him. “Let me.” And he just slid right past him to the cabinet, which Xavier had judged to be permanently immovable . . . and with a savage kick, broke

  the fiberglass piece in two.




  Which gave both of them enough room to start scrabbling for the goodies inside.




  Which turned out to be worth the effort. There was a backpack, a bottle of Lone Star, a half-inflated football and a Frisbee, a bikini top, a half-squashed box of candy bars . . .




  And a shiny Colt .45 pistol.




  The cracker let everything go to grab the weapon. Xavier made no move to fight it; hell, it might not even have any bullets. “Now, that makes you wonder,” Xavier said.




  “What?”




  Xavier indicated the mixed-up pile of goods, twirling the bikini top. “What kind of party did these guys have?”




  The cracker laughed but jammed the gun in his waistband. “So, how we going to divide this stuff up?”




  “Is that the deal? We’re dividing it?”




  “Think that’s fair, don’t you? We helped each other, right?”




  “I get a blanket and you get the gun?”




  “You want the gun?”




  Xavier weighed this. The cracker wasn’t going to give it up. And, really, what the hell was he going to do with it? “The gun is yours.” Xavier looked over the rest of the gear.

  “I want those candy bars,” he said, grabbing the box. Snickers, good choice.




  “Why don’t we just take turns now?”




  The cracker smiled, obviously thinking he’d won. “I’ll take the blanket then.”




  Xavier took the backpack, though he looked longingly at the Lone Star. Told himself it was flat.




  In a minute they were done. “Hey,” the cracker said, “one thing.”




  Here it comes, Xavier thought, braced for an argument. But the cracker just indicated the pistol. “Do me a favor and keep this quiet, okay?”




  “Got no reason to tell anyone. I don’t know anybody.”




  “Good.” The cracker stared at him. “What’s your name?”




  “Xavier.”




  “Brent.”




  The cracker jammed his bundle of loot—gun, beer bottle, first-aid kit, and pillow, all wrapped in a blanket—under his arm and began the tricky business of extricating himself from

  the squashed RV.




  Xavier wasn’t quite ready to leave. He had a few useful items, especially the backpack, but one more search couldn’t hurt.




  Staying inside the RV gave him sufficient privacy to unwrap one of the Snickers bars and eat it without drawing attention.




  In spite of his heritage and familiarity with Cajun cooking, Xavier was not a sophisticated eater. But at that moment he was sure the biggest fan of the most experimental restaurants on Earth

  would have agreed with him:




  A Snickers bar was food of the gods.




  It was torture to limit himself to one, but he had only another ten left in the box. He carefully removed them and zipped them into various pockets of the backpack.




  Because Xavier knew one other thing. In an environment where food was something you sucked out of an alien tube, a Snickers bar was going to be better than gold. Maybe better than that gun.




  





  ARRIVAL DAY: HARLEY




  “Harls, what the fuck are we going to do now?”




  Shane Weldon crouched beside Harley’s battered wheelchair. Rachel Stewart was off to one side; she and Sasha Blaine were surveying the bizarre landscape of this habitat chamber.




  It was too hot and sticky for Harley’s taste; of course, he’d grown up in the mountains of New Mexico and never for a moment liked Houston or Florida’s humidity.




  There were ominous clouds of something—gnats?—drifting across the landscape like gauzy Predator drones.




  Everything smelled vaguely of burned plastic, never one of Harley’s favorite odors.




  Shane Weldon didn’t seem to be much happier, though Harley knew that thanks to three tours in Afghanistan a decade or so back, the former Army officer had a greater tolerance for

  unpleasant conditions.




  According to Harley’s watch, they had been on Keanu for a little more than three hours. During that time they had managed to translate (a lovely old NASA term for covering distance by

  walking or other means, which Harley liked to use to describe his chair-bound locomotion) perhaps four kilometers from the entrance into the habitat to this . . . big weird building that Zack

  Stewart called the Temple.




  They had joined and mixed up with the larger group from Bangalore. This uber-group had immediately splintered into (A) those who knew each other, (B) those who immediately got busy working on

  such matters as shelter and sustenance (with a good deal of overlap between groups A and B), (C) a larger group that had a litany of complaints requiring Immediate Action from Somebody, (D) an even

  larger group that moved in stunned silence, like the victims of a natural disaster, and (E) a small but disturbing group that seemed too paralyzed by shock to move at all.




  In group E was a young woman who had lapsed into catatonia. Which was bad enough, but what was worse was that she seemed to be the mother of an infant—said child had ceased wailing in

  justifiable complaint and probably hunger through exhaustion. (Harley sympathized; with a bit more provocation, he was prepared to engage in a screaming duel with the kid.)




  They had met Zack Stewart in the company of a nine-year-old Brazilian girl. Strange, certainly, but hardly a blip on Harley’s recent scale of strange experiences.




  Now all of them were gathered, more or less, around the Temple, listening to Zack, former NASA astronaut, former commander of Destiny-7, former astronomer, former inhabitant of Earth,

  answering questions. What is this place? Who built it? How did they get us here? Can we go home?




  Or, rather, trying to answer. It was obvious to Harley that his friend Zack was getting into deep water with the larger questions. Harley offered a change of subject: “Hey, Zack . . . any

  thoughts on food and water?”




  “Oh, right,” Zack said. “Water—there are at least two springs within walking distance. We have food, too. So far I’ve found fruits and vegetables. No meat,

  though.”




  “That is no problem for most of us,” a tall, middle-aged Indian man said, to at least some laughter. He was Vikram Nayar, the lead Indian flight director for the Brahma

  mission. Harley suspected that most of those transported humans were either space professionals or people working at one of the two control centers.




  Hardly a cross section of humanity. But then, what sort of talent pool was required? Were they going to be stuck here for days, weeks, years? In that case, Harley would prefer a dozen Boy

  Scouts, or farmers.




  Or were they going to find a way to go home? In that case, the space geeks were what you wanted.




  Responding to another question, Zack turned, allowing Harley to see his face, and it wasn’t pretty. The man was exhausted, filthy, and on the verge of collapse. That much was obvious to

  Harley, who had known Zack for fifteen years, and to Shane Weldon.




  It was even troubling to Rachel, Zack’s daughter. “God, Harley, can’t we get someone else to do this?” she said.




  “Who else knows anything?” Sasha said.




  Harley turned to Weldon. “What happened to your inventory?” That had been one small task he and Weldon had worked on during the trip, if for no other reason than to keep them from

  going batshit crazy.




  Weldon waved a piece of paper, the backside of a wrinkled printout salvaged from someone’s backpack. “Right here. I still don’t think we’ve got everything out of the

  RV.”




  Among the seventy-eight humans with whatever they wore and carried, the Houston Object had sucked up half of a recreational vehicle as well as a small boat, complete with two life jackets and

  oars; several coolers and lawn chairs; dozens of personal data devices (phones, laptops, BlackBerrys); various medications; several six-packs of beer; and even a couple of bottles of spirits.




  Just glancing at the items carried by the Bangalore crowd, Harley could add a food vendor’s cart—“Now there’s a useful item”—several bicycles, and a

  dozen colorful umbrellas. Actually, these were more flimsy: call them parasols.




  If Harley ever returned to Earth again, he would never make assumptions about what his fellow man or woman might be carrying on, say, the Day of Rapture.




  If nothing else, they’d be armed, too. “What about the weapons?” he asked Weldon.




  Weldon showed him the list of six handguns and a shotgun. When Harley made a groaning sound, Zack said, “Come on, Harls, what do you expect? It’s Texas, and it looked as though we

  were being invaded!”




  Harley Drake had made some strange trips in his life. But emerging from a tunnel on an alien planet into a regular damned Garden of Eden . . . with his old buddy Zack Stewart

  waiting to greet him?




  Then there was the image of half the RV floating around inside the Object. That had struck Harley as simply terrifying; any space traveler knew that just because a module didn’t have

  weight didn’t mean it didn’t have mass. A couple of people had slammed into the vehicle, and while the injuries turned out to be bumps and bruises, it could have been much worse, had

  the thing not eventually slithered to the bottom of the Object and stayed there.




  Coming in at third place: becoming foxhole buddies with Gabriel Jones.




  For years Harley had dismissed the Johnson Space Center director—an African American astronomer—as an affirmative-action hire, a pleasant face and voice not backed up with leadership

  skills.




  He had been happy to be proven wrong, as very soon after the “scoop,” Jones had rallied the troops, taking roll, conducting, in essence, a town meeting.




  Not that there’d been much leading he could do. As the Earth receded from view and Keanu grew larger, it became clear that the Houston group—seventy-nine of them; Jones had confirmed

  the number through several head counts—was on a voyage likely to last two days. (Calculations courtesy of one of the retired JSC engineers swept up by the object.)




  Two days of confusion, hunger, thirst, deteriorating hygiene, and general panic that eventually died out from lack of energy.




  But Jones had proven himself to be as capable as anyone could be, given the strangeness factor, offering reassurance where needed, a bit of cheerleading at other times, and even a sharp

  correction when warranted.
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