
        
            
                
            
        

    Entangled

D. A. Hahn





Copyright © 2022 Deborah A. Hahn
All rights reserved 

The characters and events portrayed in this book are fictitious. Any similarity to real persons, living or dead, is coincidental and not intended by the author. 

No part of this book may be reproduced, or stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise, without express written permission of the publisher. 

ISBN (eBook): 9781733978453 
ISBN (paperback): 9798834822646 
ISBN (hardcover): 9798834823780 

Editor: Poppy Kuroki  

Cover design by: Deborah A. Hahn
Cover images: 
Royalty-free stock illustration ID: 264766130, 
Royalty-free stock photo ID: 1028077249, 
Royalty-free stock illustration ID: 55885288 

Printed in the United States of America 




Chapter 1

Sunday, February 2, 2076  



Nina sighed as she scrubbed a plate, wishing she could hide away in her room. Her workbench allowed her to immerse herself in her favorite escape, science. 

At least in science, everything was logical and an answer—unlike relationships. Her father’s words from this morning were like needles to her heart.  

You only care about yourself.  

She brushed aside an errant dark curl, nausea bubbling in her stomach. How could he think so poorly of her? The running water from the faucet hid her sniffles but didn’t hide the breathy groan from the dining room.  

“You okay, Poppa?”  

Her grandfather, Malcolm Perry, leaned crooked in his wheelchair. His sunken skin was a sickly yellowish-brown, his short hair almost all white, deep bags beneath his eyes. He straightened as Nina came in, a thin smile spreading across his face. “I’m okay, Nina. I was just thinking about everything I’ve done in my life.”  

“Why’s that?” she asked, a little worried at his words, though she was glad he recognized her today. He didn’t always.  

“Oh, just ponderings. The good and the bad. Did I tell you about when I traveled back in time?”  

“Time travel?” An amused grin quirked Nina’s lips. Poppa’s stories were becoming more outlandish. The other day, he’d gone into way too much detail about his fling with the famous movie star, Greta Stone.  

The microwave gave a shrill beep, and she yanked it open to take out the meatloaf. Overcooked. Nina grimaced. Other countries had developed so much in the past fifty years, but the US was still behind. Americans didn’t yet have flash-cooked synthetic meats, accelerated-growth produce pods in every home, or drone delivery that could bring stuff to your house in minutes. The US had not changed much in the past few decades except for network transportation.

“Thank you, sweetie,” said Poppa when she laid the meatloaf and peas in front of him at the table. She wondered whether he’d indeed tell her his “time travel” story.  

Poppa struggled with his spoon, letting out a frustrated grunt as the utensil shook in his hand. Nina averted her gaze, glancing out the window. He would snap again if she tried to help too much. Watching him waste away over the past few months broke her heart. The liver cancer had moved all over his brain, and she knew he didn’t have much time left – the doctors said a month or two.  

Dusk haloed the house next door in an orange glow. A woodpecker perched on the neighbor’s shingles, tap-tap-tapping. She wondered how long the neighbor would hold out before assaulting the bird with BBs. It was a frequent game between them.  

Poppa’s spoon slipped with a clatter onto his plate, and he cursed under his breath. “What was I saying?”  

“Um. Time travel?” Nina kept her voice level, a gentle tone without being patronizing. She loved her grandfather, and understood his outbursts were due to frustration, not malice. It couldn’t be easy for him.

“Ah, yes.” Malcolm abandoned the dropped spoon, leaning back in his wheelchair with a faraway look in his eyes. “The first time was just a test. The second time I traveled back twenty years to France.” His expression became dreamy as he smiled at nothing, lost in memories. “Just for three minutes, to encourage a young lady named Sophia.”

Nina waited for him to continue.

Malcolm sat upright, leaning his forearms on the table, and his unusually lucid gaze met Nina’s. His body trembled with the effort. “You know my friend Margot?”

Nina nodded. Of course, she remembered Poppa's long-time friend from his college days. Their families had even spent some Thanksgivings together.

“Well, Sophia was her mother, and I met her before Margot was born. All I had to do was encourage her to ‘carry on.’ Sophia ended up doing a lot of good for the world. It’s amazing how a few words of encouragement can lift someone’s spirits, you know?”  

Nina leaned forward. “Yes, Poppa.” This was the most animated she’d seen her grandfather in months. He really seemed to believe he had time traveled.

“The third time, though, I messed up.” Malcolm’s smile faltered, and he slumped back in his seat, deflated. His warm brown eyes were glassy with tears. “It was right before my father disappeared in 2030.”  

Nina knew about Albert Perry. Her great-grandfather had been a scientist and a pioneer in astrophysics, but appreciation of his work hadn’t blossomed until after his disappearance. She had even come across references to his work in her science classes.

Albert Perry’s sudden, mysterious disappearance forty-six years ago had spawned speculation; some said he’d been abducted by a foreign government, others that he had disappeared into a wormhole or obliterated himself in a failed experiment.

Poppa had never wanted to talk about his father before. Nina didn’t know whether to be thrilled or concerned that he appeared to have suddenly changed his mind.  

“What happened?” she asked, holding her breath as she leaned forward.  

Poppa’s eyes were dull and far away as he looked beyond her toward the kitchen. “What’s that, honey?”  

Disappointment soured her excitement. “Your father? His disappearance? What happened?”  

“Huh?” A confused frown deepened the wrinkles on Poppa’s face. “Oh, I don’t know.” He winced, rubbing his forehead. “I’m so tired.”  

Nina swallowed her burning questions, giving an understanding nod. Poppa’s stamina and memory were getting shorter by the day. She was grateful that at least he still remembered her. Sometimes.  

She checked the time and frowned. Dad should have been home by now.

Meatloaf and peas sat cooling in front of her, untouched. Her appetite evaporated as the nasty memory of their argument clashed with sadness over her grandfather’s lost memory. When Poppa had taken several mouthfuls of meatloaf and declared he was full, she cleared the plates.  

“What would you like to do now, Poppa? Shall we watch a vid?”  

“I’m tired, sweetheart. I just want to go to bed.”  

She helped him settle into bed and raised the rail. She placed a urinal and a buzzer on the rim and kissed his cheek. “Sleep tight, Poppa. Buzz if you need anything.”  

“Now, don’t you be staying up too late,” he called after her, making her smile.  

Finally, she could retreat to her bedroom, her haven. Every inch of this was hers. A twin-size bed, holding her old Matrix comforter, and a nightstand were shoved against the far wall, pictures of famous scientists and astronauts adorning most of the space on the walls. Dominating the small room was her table covered in electrical parts and miniature bins brimming with tools, wires, pieces of metal, and bolts. A silver bin sat at the edge, full of odd ends and bits she’d picked up. Most of it was useless junk, but she couldn’t bring herself to throw them away – maybe she would need them in the future.

She picked up her robotic spider project. The right leg was stiff, and she wasn’t sure why. She switched on her lamp; her brow creased in concentration as she examined her newest creation.  

“Ah,” she said out loud. A bent wire was to blame. With care, she tweaked the wire several times, testing the pivot of the leg on her desk. A bead of sweat ran down her brow as she adjusted the wire with a pair of tweezers. Frustration bubbled in her more than once, but her delicate work had taught her the art of patience. Finally, she set down the spider, and its leg moved well. She wiped her forehead, smiling. Much better.  

Her thoughts drifted to her father, and she glanced at her phone. He hadn’t answered her text. She swallowed. He was nearly three hours later than usual. Poppa was asleep, and Nina herself would be going to bed soon. Where was he?  

They had argued this morning. She was stressed about a coming exam and tired from Poppa’s moaning the night before.  

“Dad, can I talk to you for a minute?” she’d asked him before he’d left for work, dragging him into their soundproof drum room.  

“Do you think… maybe it’s time Poppa went into a care facility?” she’d asked. “There’s one just a few blocks away…” her voice had faded when she’d seen the dark expression take over her father’s face.  

“Are you kidding me, Nina? I won’t have strangers taking care of my father!” he’d snapped. “You think it’s too much work, huh? Rather work on your silly projects? You only care about yourself!”  

Shame heated her cheeks now as it had then. “That isn’t true,” she’d said weakly. Tinkering took her mind off things, but she did a lot to help Poppa. She cooked his meals, settled him into bed, and even changed his urinal. Didn’t Dad see all that?  

“Then what’s your problem?” he’d asked.  

She hadn’t wanted to cry, but tears wet her cheeks. She wiped them with her sleeve and struggled to put her fears into words. “What if he dies while I’m taking care of him?” She choked out in a whisper.  

That fear had lurked on the horizon of her mind like a storm cloud since Poppa had come to stay with them a few weeks ago. What if she went to get him up one day and found him stiff and lifeless? What if he choked on his food and she couldn’t help him?

Her dad’s expression had softened, and he placed his hand on her shoulder. “He won’t, Nina. Don’t you worry about that.”  

She wanted to ask him how he could know that, but she sniffled and let out a watery sigh.  

“When he gets closer to… that point, I’ll take time off work. We’ll get a nurse to come and help out. Listen, I have to go. We’re so close to busting things wide open.” Excitement danced on his expression. He was already halfway out the door. “We’ll talk more about this later, okay?”  

Though things had ended on a relatively friendly note, guilt still squirmed in Nina’s guts like angry, oily snakes when she remembered the venom in his accusation that she didn’t care. And now he was late coming home.  

Had he managed to “bust things wide open,” after all? She knew about her father’s secret anti-government meetings in their drum room. His job as a high-ranking network engineer gave him access to the government databases. What information had he uncovered?  

He always calls if he’s late. This isn’t like him.  

Even working on her robot couldn’t fully distract her from worrying. She snatched up her phone and called her dad’s number.   

It rang forever.  

Fear came to her now, icicles of spiky dread running down her back, stabbing at her stomach. If he was in the office, he’d hear it ring.  

He’s traveling, she told herself, taking in ragged breaths through her nose. He can’t answer his phone…  

But he didn’t text, either.  

It was nearly eleven o’clock when the doorbell rang. It jangled all over the house, making her jump, the pliers in her hand falling to the desk with a noisy clatter. Poppa cursed from the next room.  

Nina padded to the front door, swallowing in her suddenly dry throat. Dim light from a nearby lamp lit her way, streetlights from outside casting a yellowish glow through the windows. She lifted the slat of the entry blinds and peeked through the window. Two police officers stood straight-backed, with solemn expressions and hands crossed over their belts.  

She went to open the door and hesitated, her hand hovering over the door handle. Her father had always told her never to answer the door, even for the police.  

Her voice came out as a feeble squeak as she called, “Can I help you?”  

“Hello,” said a man’s voice, “we’re from the Phoenix Police Department. We’re looking for the family of Sebastian Perry.”  

Nina’s pulse quickened as a cold sweat sprang across her brow. Her stomach twisted. “Why?”  

“Miss… there’s been an accident. It’s better if we come in.”  

Accident… the word rang in her mind like alarm bells, dumping adrenaline into her system. Nina’s hands trembled as she fumbled with the lock on the door. She opened it at a crack, pulling the old-fashioned chain lock taut. She peeked out at the two men.  

The younger of the two’s grim expression fell as he studied her face. He cleared his throat. “Good evening, miss. I’m Officer Johnson, and this is Officer McCoy.” He nodded to the older man, who had cropped gray hair. As though sensing her fear, they both showed their badges. “Are you a relative of Sebastian Perry?”  

“I’m his daughter.”  

Officer Johnson shifted on his feet as McCoy gave a sad sigh through his nose. “Is your mother home?” asked Johnson.  

“No. They’re divorced. But I’m an adult – almost eighteen. You can tell me,” she babbled. Her heart felt like it was about to burst from her ribcage. A wave of dizziness washed over her as the men’s faces swam in her vision. She clutched the door frame, her knees on the verge of collapse.  

Accident…  

The older officer, McCoy, took charge. “May we come in, Ms. Perry? We have some news we need to share.” His voice was soft, softer than his imposing figure suggested.  

Fresh fear ignited in her, sharpening her vision. There was only one reason police officers visited houses in the middle of the night other than arrest. They would tell her that her father was injured or dead, and she wasn’t prepared to hear it. She fumbled with the chain, her fingers still shaking, and pulled the door wide to let the officers inside.  

She led them to the living room, flicking the light on. Clinging to normality, she mumbled, “Would you like some water?”  

“No, thank you, Miss Perry.”  

She slumped onto an armchair, pulling her knees to her chin and wrapping her arms around them like a frightened child, as if by curling up, she could hide from the truth.   

Officer McCoy’s voice was agonizingly gentle. “Miss Perry, I’m so sorry to tell you this, but your father was in an accident.”  

Nina shook her head, the room swimming around her. She clutched tighter to her knees.   

“He didn’t make it. He died.”  

Nina’s vision tunneled. She felt she was falling, falling into a deep hole. She buried her face into her legs as her throat closed. She struggled to take a breath. Spots popped in her vision as she hyperventilated.  

“No,” she muttered. “No, no, no.”  

They were wrong. This had to be a mistake. Her father couldn’t be dead. Any minute now, he’d walk through the door with the best excuse of his life, pulling off his jacket with a smile like he always did. She’d inhale his peppermint cologne scent, and they’d… they’d…  

“Ms. Perry, we’ll need some contact information for your immediate family. Is there another adult in the house?”  

Nina barely registered what he said. “Um. There’s my grandfather, but he isn’t really… My brother lives nearby. Try him.”  

She took out her phone, so painfully familiar, so ordinary. It was alien to her, and in a moment of confusion, she couldn’t work out how to use it. Finally, she handed it to Officer Johnson.  

She didn’t know how much time passed as she slumped in the armchair, the terrible words ringing in her head repeatedly as her world crumbled around her. He’s dead. He’s dead. I’m so sorry. He didn’t make it. He’s dead.  

She felt numb. When the front door opened, her head jerked up, wondering if there had been a mistake. But it was Thomas, her brother. His eyes narrowed in worry as he came in. “Nina? What happened?” His eyes flicked to the officers. “You said there’d been an accident….”  

Nina sat in numb shock as the officers retold the horrific news to her brother. Their voices were just mumbles to her. Finally, she felt Thomas’s strong arm slide around her shoulders. The dam broke, and a dry sob escaped her throat. Thomas held her as she cried and cried.  

◆◆◆
 
The next few days passed in a blur. Nina stayed in her room, either lying in bed under covers or modifying her half-formed inventions, such as the hover-lamp and pocket-oven projects she’d started last summer. She only came out when her stomach ached with hunger or Poppa needed help. Her mind languished in fog, everything moving slower than usual. She helped Poppa with mechanical, detached movements. Whenever she heard a noise in another part of the house, she thought it might be her father, that the officers had made a mistake. But it never was.  

The funeral was a blur of condolences and sadness. Nothing seemed real. She felt she was watching everything from the air, watching a movie of some terrible alternate reality. Food tasted bland, like chewing cardboard. Sleep never came, and she lay for hours in the dark. Sometimes the faded linear scars on her ankle itched, tempting her to that old means of release, but she ignored it.

Thomas stayed at the house, and she heard him moving around. Her father’s older sister Lillian came from Alabama for the funeral. She stayed with them, helping out with everything.  

“Oh, baby,” said Aunt Lillian at the funeral, holding her close. “Look at you. You’re all grown up. I’m so sorry about your daddy.”  

 For the first time in a long time, Nina didn’t have responsibilities. She’d have traded it all for one more day with her father.  

She awoke one morning restless, all hint of sleep leaving her as she stared at the ceiling. Her eyes stung from crying. She stretched her stiff muscles and headed to Poppa’s room, but he wasn’t there. She felt a pang of guilt. She usually went to his room in the morning to get him washed and dressed, but she’d slept in and missed it. His bedside clock told her it was almost ten o’clock.  

She found her aunt, Thomas, and Poppa in the kitchen, the latter of whom sat in his wheelchair at the table. They were in deep conversation, and Nina heard words like “estate.” What a bourgeois way to put it. Dad had a house with a mortgage and a few personal items. That was it.  

Not saying anything to her relatives, she retreated to the living room with a glass of water, her footsteps heavy. Like the rest of the house, the space was minimalist. The room held a simple couch, a fluffy chair, bare tables with not even a coaster, and a vidscreen on the wall. No pictures adorned the cream walls. The only family photo in the place was a palm-sized acrylic holographic photoblock of herself, Dad, and Thomas from last year’s World Science Fair on the windowsill.   

Nina unfolded her phone into a tablet and slumped onto the couch, playing an old-school driving game, letting the bright colors distract her from her gloomy thoughts.  

She tapped onto her dad’s SocialBook page. Almost everything he posted involved herself or Thomas. She found a photo of the three of them at Retro Disneyland from when she was seven and Thomas an awkward thirteen-year-old. Dad sat between them, a perfect smile on his handsome face, his black hair cropped short. Nina perched on his knee, beaming, poofy pigtails framing her face, just a shade lighter than her father’s dark complexion. Her eyes pooled as she zoomed into her father’s face. He’d never smile like that again.  

She glanced at Thomas in the picture. He had since lost the awkward look of his teen years and grown into a strikingly handsome man, not that she’d ever say it to his face. He had smooth bronze skin, green eyes, and a lean and muscular build. The hint of red in his hair was from their mother.  

There weren’t any photos of her mother on Dad’s SocialBook page. Nina’s parents divorced when she was three years old. She was eight when her mother had broken all contact with them. Except for her red hair, Nina couldn’t remember much about her.  

She flicked sadly through photos, getting lost in memories. One emerged, an unpleasant memory creeping into her mind’s eye like a spider. Not long after her mother left, Nina had been walking past her father’s room when the low rumble of his voice caught her attention. She’d heard her name.  

She stood outside his door, her breath hitched, listening.  

“It might help her, Lillian, to stay with you. Nina’s so angry and moody right now, I don’t know what to do.”  

Her stomach in knots, Nina had crept back to her room. Mom didn’t want me, and now Dad doesn’t either.  

After that, she'd been careful – an easy child who kept to herself. And Dad hadn’t sent her away.  

“Nina, honey, come and eat.” Aunt Lillian came over to her, extending her hand to her niece. Nina grasped her warm hand and stood. Lillian towered over Nina’s short frame. She was an attractive woman in her late forties, with graying hair framing her face in a bob. Her brown skin was smooth except for the crinkles at the corners of her eyes.  

“You’re going to waste away,” she said, cupping Nina’s chin in her warm fingers. “I made lunch.”  

Nina’s stomach gave a fierce rumble as she inhaled the scent of her aunt’s chicken casserole. Everyone sat around the table, oddly quiet. Nina took a few bites of the delicious dish. She would have enjoyed it if she didn’t feel so awful.  

Aunt Lillian cleared her throat. “Nina, honey, we’ve been talking. About living arrangements.”  

Nina’s fork, halfway to her mouth, froze. She didn’t want to move across the country.  

“You’re almost done with your senior year,” said Aunt Lillian. “Starting college in the fall.”  

“Caltech, yeah,” said Nina weakly, putting down her fork.   

“We feel like moving you away from here right now would be a huge disruption for you.”  

Nina exhaled, her chest loosening a little.  

“We think it’d be best you move into my apartment,” said Thomas. “Until you start college. And for Poppa to move to Birmingham with Aunt Lillian.”  

Nina looked at her grandfather, relief mingling with guilt.  

“I’ll take good care of my daddy, don’t you worry,” said Aunt Lillian. “You’re welcome to visit anytime.”  

Emotion welled up in Nina as tears stung her eyes. She wouldn’t have to see Poppa’s end. She felt terrible for being so relieved.  

“Is that what you want, Poppa?” she asked, reaching to take his wrinkled hand.  

Malcolm was lucid and bright-eyed today. “I’ll love being with my daughter again,” he said. “You have amazing things in your future, my little engineer.” He winked at her, and Nina found herself smiling back. “After I go, look under my bed. I’ve left something for you there.”  





Chapter 2 

Monday, February 10, 2076  



Saying goodbye to Poppa brought on a flood of tears that had been building up since the funeral. She’d sobbed as she’d held him, guilt and loneliness suffusing her. Nina felt constant pressure in her chest and behind her eyes, like the floodgates could reopen at the slightest provocation.   

Thomas had a tiny apartment downtown. He had given her his bed while he took the couch. His single bed was springy and made noises when she moved. She sighed as she looked around the half-darkness. There were impressionist prints framed on the wall, a desk with several books on the shelf above it, and an old lava lamp she’d gotten him for Christmas two years ago. She missed her old bedroom with its faded sci-fi comforter and oversized desk for distractions. She missed her routine, even the part where she cared for Poppa Malcolm.  

She jumped as the exploding sound of a sonic plane boomed outside the house. How could Thomas have gotten used to that noise? That was the fourth time tonight. The aircraft sounds had been much quieter at her father’s house, about fifteen miles from here.

She turned onto her side. She dreaded the next couple of weeks. They were to spend their free time at the old house, packing up all of Dad’s old things. How could she bring herself to donate or throw away his stuff? It all seemed so… final.  

Nina went to school twice a week, the other days attending online. Her heart heavy, she got up the following Tuesday. Her skin had a gray tinge, her eyes tired, and her hair seemed to want to misbehave no matter what she tried to do with it. Finally, she gave up on looking good, dug out a clean sweater, and rode the light rail to school.  

It was a small school for gifted kids in an old building from the 2010s. Nina felt eyes on her in the hallways and heard concerned whispers. It seemed everyone knew. Gossip spread quickly here.  

“Hi, Nina,” said a friendly voice.  

“So sorry to hear what happened,” said another.  

A girl she barely knew patted her back, offering a sad smile. Nina wanted to snap at them as she found her locker.  

“How are you doing, Nina?”  

How was she doing? She felt empty inside. Like an orphan. More terrible than she ever had in her whole life. How was she supposed to put this hollow, empty feeling into words?  

Avoiding the sympathetic looks, she hoisted her backpack onto her shoulder. She kept her head down, heading to AP physics class.  

“Nina!”  

One of Nina’s few friends, Miesha, appeared and pulled her into a hug, burying Nina’s face into her violet, shampoo-smelling curls. “I missed you! How are you?”  

There was that question again, the thing everyone wanted to know. But they didn’t really, did they? It was an obligatory question, a gentle way of saying they’d heard the news. No one wanted to hear how lost and numb she felt, how every day was like dragging herself through slime.  

“Fine,” she said finally. “I’m fine.”  

“Oh, I’m so glad. You’re so tough, Nina. I’d be a mess.” Miesha finally let her go. “I tried calling and messaging you, but I didn’t hear anything back.”  

“I know, I’m sorry.” Nina’s phone had been sitting on her brother’s bedside table ever since she’d arrived at his place. “I just didn’t feel like talking to anyone, that’s all.”  

Miesha smiled. “That’s all right. I’m glad you’re okay. See you at lunch?”  

She hurried off as Nina gave her a feeble wave.  

She felt eyes on her as she found a desk apart from everyone else and took out her notebook. She found it easier to listen when taking notes, but today, Mr. Burnwall’s monotone voice was unbearable. Nina usually read ahead of her classes. The pressures of attending a school for the gifted gave her anxiety about being called on and looking like an idiot. But she hadn’t picked up a textbook in a week.  

“Nina?”  

Nina blinked, her vision of the teacher sliding into focus. “Oh. Um. What?”  

Mr. Burnwall, a middle-aged, balding man, sighed at her. “Nonequilibrium thermodynamics, Nina. What did Albert Perry et al. claim about entropy, time, and irreversibility in nonequilibrium systems?”  

Heat crawled up Nina’s neck and burned her cheeks. She tried to think, but her mind felt full of cotton wool. The professor had asked a question about her own great-grandfather’s research. Everyone’s eyes drilled into the back of her head. Her vision blurred as embarrassment clashed with grief.  

She burst into tears, covering her face with her hands as sobs racked her body. She couldn’t help it.   

There was a shuffle of movement and a concerned tone in Mr. Burnwall’s voice.  

Someone spoke. “Sir, her father just died.”  

“Natalie, escort her to the nurse’s office, please.”  

A warm arm wrapped around her shoulders, and Nina stood, trembling.  

“I’ve got your bag, Nina,” said Natalie’s soft voice. “It’s okay. Let’s go.”  

◆◆◆
 
Nina kicked a stone, watching it skitter across the cracked sidewalk and come to a rolling stop beside a patch of yellowing grass. Thomas had asked her to meet him at their father’s house—it’s not my house anymore—in the evening after he got off work.  

She breathed in the scent of industry, promising herself that by Friday, she would have her shit together. The nurse and Natalie had been kind about her breakdown in class, but she couldn’t let it happen again. Thomas wasn’t going around crying at work when his boss asked him a question. She had to be strong like him.  

She reached the house, and for a moment, Nina could pretend it was an ordinary day. That Poppa Malcolm would be there to greet her, and her father would be home in a couple of hours. But the house was empty.  

There was no point waiting for Thomas to arrive before starting, so she let herself in and went to her old room. She’d taken all the textbooks and most clothes, but her bed was still there, the comforter folded neatly at the edge. She hadn’t been able to face packing all her robotics projects yet—it had seemed too final—but she could get started on that today.  

She sorted and packed, fondly smiling as she picked up this project or another and throwing away bits of metal or plastic she’d never get around to using. She sealed the same sized bolts and wires in little plastic bags, stacking containers neatly into boxes.  

She was crossing her room with a box of electronic components in her arms, when she remembered what Poppa had said about leaving her something under his bed. Guilt squirmed in her for forgetting.  

Dust puffed from the carpeted floor as she knelt beside the bed frame where Poppa Malcolm used to sleep. A brown leather suitcase with brass combination locks sat near the wall, and she pulled it out. It looked like something from the 1960s, maybe earlier, and had a thin layer of dust and worn edges. The initials WRP were embossed on one side. A yellowing envelope was taped to it, Nina written in black marker.  

Sitting cross-legged on the floor, an ache in her chest, Nina turned on the bedside lamp. She suddenly missed Poppa, even the times when he’d been grumpy. She hoped he was doing well in Alabama.  

She wiped her eyes with her shirt sleeve and slid her finger under the glued edge. She inhaled sharply through her teeth, bringing up her hand to see blood pinpricking on a small papercut.  

Idiot.  

Sucking her finger, she removed the notebook paper and unfolded it. Her eyes slid to the signature at the bottom.  




With love from your great-grandpa, Albert Perry, 2030.  




Her brow furrowed in confusion. 2030 was over forty years ago. Albert Perry had disappeared that year. She read the note.  




Dearest Nina,  

I trust this letter finds you well.  

As you likely know, I have spent many years researching the concepts of quantum mechanics, relativity, entropy, spacetime, and such.  

This suitcase contains notebooks full of my thoughts and musings on these various topics. I believe you will find these engaging. Please wait until you are eighteen years old before you open this.  

On a personal note: though you don’t know me, I want you to know I am immensely proud of you. The person you are and the person you will be.  

With love from your great-grandpa,   

Albert Perry, 2030.  




Nina stared at the note in confusion. Was this a prank from Poppa Malcolm? Even if the letter was real, how could her great-grandfather, a man who disappeared twenty years before she was born, possibly know what her name would be?  

She had to ask Poppa.  

She pulled up Aunt Lillian’s number on her phone and called, nibbling on a hangnail.  

“Nina, honey! It’s so nice to hear from you. How are you?”  

“Fine, I’m fine,” she babbled. “Hey, can I talk to Poppa? I miss him.” It wasn’t a lie.  

“Sure thing.”   

She heard a shuffling sound on the line and her aunt’s voice telling Poppa it was her.  

“Who?” His voice sounded hoarse. There was a crackling sound, and he said in her ear, “I don’t want whatever you’re selling!”  

“No, Poppa, it’s me,” said Nina, her heart squeezing tight.  

“Who?”  

“Your granddaughter.”  

He went quiet. “Oh?”  

Tears prickled her eyes. “Poppa, do you remember the suitcase you left here? With the note?”  

There was silence on the line. “Who is this?” Poppa said finally.  

Another shuffle. “Sorry, honey,” said Aunt Lillian. “His memory has taken a turn for the worse in the last couple of days.”  

“It has?” Nina croaked, a tear sliding down her cheek. It broke her heart that Poppa hadn’t recognized her voice.  

“I’m afraid the metastases must be spreading.” Aunt Lillian’s voice was thick with emotion. “He sometimes doesn’t remember me, either.” Nina heard her aunt exhale, then say in forced cheer, “But it’s no biggie. We knew this was coming. What matters is that he’s comfortable and happy.”  

“Yeah.” Nina’s vision blurred as she remembered Poppa Malcolm’s face. “Okay, well, I’d better let you get back to things. Love you.”  

Nina gathered the note and set the suitcase on top of the boxes of electronics. The letter had asked her to wait until she was eighteen before opening it. She’d turn eighteen next month, so she supposed she could wait until then. There was plenty to do in the meantime.  

She glanced at the combination locks. How would she figure out the code?  

“Hello, Sis!”  

Nina jumped as Thomas’s voice called from the front room. He appeared at her doorway, his eyes sliding over the packed boxes and the suitcase. “How’s it coming along?”  

“Decent,” she said, getting to her feet. “Just need to pack a few more odds and ends.” The note was still in her hand, edges worn with age and ink fading. Nina told Thomas about the strange message, then handed it to him.  

Thomas studied it. “Weird,” he said, hanging it back to her. “You’re probably right. It must be something Poppa wrote and then forgot about it. No way a guy who disappeared in the thirties would know you exist and get your name right. Maybe… the cancer has been affecting Poppa longer than we realized.”  

The word “cancer” was like a knife to her heart. She folded the note and put it in her fanpack, swallowing.  

It was long, slow work sorting through Poppa Malcolm’s things. Her thoughts drifted to the note. Her grandfather had never been a prankster type. Why would he write such a note?   

As they finished for the evening, she remembered what Poppa Malcolm said about time travel, and the back of her neck prickled.  





Chapter 3 

Friday, February 14, 2076  



Nina had promised herself she'd be prepared for school by Friday. But spending the evenings sorting, packing, and making trips to the storage unit with Thomas had made it hard to get her mind off her dad. Now she rode the light rail to the morning’s school workshops, a knot tying tighter and tighter in her stomach.  

Studying online had been fine, but now she had to deal with the embarrassment of what had happened in Mr. Burnwall’s class. At least she’d be free at lunchtime. She’d just have to keep her head down until then.  

She hated the sympathetic looks people gave her in the hallways. She kept her eyes on the carpeted hallway floor. At least her favorite workshop was next – engineering. In six months, she’d be at university studying it. Leaving Phoenix might be challenging, but maybe moving to a new city was what she needed. There would be fewer reminders of the people she missed.  

Her thoughts floated to her brother Thomas. He wasn’t bad to live with, though he kept pestering her to come out of her shell. She preferred to stay in the bedroom working on her projects or reading the Stephen Hawking e-book she’d begun this week.   

One night Thomas had asked her to come into the small living room and watch a vid with him—an old Dr. Strange film. Not wanting to seem ungrateful, she’d obliged.  

Then the film featured a car crash. She’d spent the rest of the night in her room.  

“You’ll feel better if you talk about things, Nina,” he’d said that morning as she’d gotten ready for school.  

“Yeah, maybe.” No thanks.  

She thought about something he’d said the other night. Thomas suspected Dad’s death hadn’t been an accident.  

“Think about it,” he’d said as they ate dinner together. “Car accidents are rare since most run on the network.”  

“Okay,” she’d said, humoring him. “The morning he… it happened, Dad mentioned something about ‘busting things wide open.’ But who would…?” The thought was too horrible to comprehend.  

“He wasn’t just helping the Anti-Revelationists, Nina. He was one of their leaders.” Thomas took a bite of pork fried rice, frowning as he looked past her at the wall. “They were preparing to expose some undermining information about the party in power. Something that would destroy their hold on our government.”  

“What were they going to expose?”  

Thomas shook his head. “Dad never told me. He always said the less I knew, the better.”  

Nina picked up her plate. “Want mine?” She’d left half her rice.  

Now, she arrived at the engineering classroom, took her robotic spider project from her bag, and set it on the workbench. The engineering workshop was a spacious, sunny room with several workbenches and stools that scraped on the floor as students perched on them.  

Ms. Bishop made a beeline for her before she’d even sat down. She was an excitable, chubby woman with a mop of curly brown hair. “Nina! Look at this!” She plucked the spider from the workbench and held it up for the others to see. Nina found the joystick remote in her bag and handed it to her teacher.  

Ms. Bishop chuckled as she maneuvered the little metal spider around the workbench, all eight legs moving with crawling ease. “This is terrific. Good job.”  

Nina relaxed into the workshop, concentrating on engineering. When the class was over, she changed into sports clothes in the locker room. It was a little cold for Arizona, even for February, so she pulled on sweatpants and a sweatshirt.  

“Hey, Nina,” said Michelle, smiling at her. “Will you stick with me? I suck at running.”  

“Sure.” Nina smiled for the first time she could remember in a while. It hurt her cheeks.  

She and Michelle greeted the rest of their classmates and jogged out to the field, the cool air refreshing on their faces. Nina fell into step with the others as they jogged, the stiffness from sitting on the workshop bench fading from her muscles. She liked running. Before this mess, she’d exercised on the haptic treadmill and sometimes lifted weights. Despite her slender frame of just over five feet, she could lift a decent amount.  

Exercise cleared her head. It was as if the fresh air and light burning of her muscles brushed away the cobwebs of tangled thoughts in her mind. With the freeing feeling of excursion, new ideas often would pop into her head, like it awakened dormant neurons or grew dendrites into new, useful connections. Their sneakers padded on the dirt track; the light sounds of quickened breaths a rhythm.  

The ground began shaking beneath her feet.  

The group of teens slowed down, then stopped, looking at each other with unspoken questions on their faces. Confusion rippled through her.  

She glanced around. Poles and nets of the volleyball court swung side to side. Something beneath their feet rumbled, a terrible, deep sound that made Nina’s stomach lurch. She tottered on her feet, the moving ground throwing her off balance.  

“Everyone, gather in the middle of the field!” the sports teacher called, running over to them. He stumbled as he went, one arm raised high as he called to them. “Stay together!”  

A light flashed on the horizon, so bright they gasped and looked away. Nina shielded her eyes, her heart thumping.   

The teacher tried to calm them. “Earthquake, kids! It’ll be over soon!”  

Soon? When is soon? Screamed Nina in her thoughts as she stood with her classmates. A girl sniffled, and another whimpered in terror. Nina had never felt an earthquake this strong before. And what was that bright light? Everything swung back and forth as that horrible rumbling sound got louder.  

Arizona doesn’t get earthquakes!   

Sweat sprang up on Nina’s palms, her breath coming in panicked gasps as she clung to Michelle. The teacher caught up with them, his eyes wide with poorly concealed fear. Nina felt her pulse in her throat as they sank to their knees, the ground shifting beneath them. It felt like it lasted forever.  

Then it was over.  

The shaking stopped, but the rumble didn’t. A low-pitched sound grew louder until they cried out and clamped hands over their ears.  

“What is that?” screamed Michelle, her eyes squeezed tight as the sound assaulted their ears. Tears wet Nina’s cheeks. Please. Please, stop!  

BOOM.  

The sound ended with what could only be described as a sonic boom. It rippled over them, blowing their hair and clothes. Then silence, sweet silence. Their breaths were labored, more than a few of them in tears. They all stared at each other as the teacher drew a rattled breath.  

“Okay, kids. Let’s try to keep calm.” His voice quivered. He pulled his phone from his pocket. “I’m sure…” his voice trailed off as he looked down at his cell. “It won’t connect to the net.” He held it up, like that would help it find a signal. “C’mon, everyone, let’s get back to the school and find out what’s going on.”  

“You okay?” asked Michelle as they got shakily to their feet.

Nina’s ears rang. It almost felt like the ground should still be moving, like a rocking ship at sea.  

“Look!” shouted a girl, pointing.  

The network cars on the road by their school had halted. Many drivers got out and looked around in bewilderment like the answers sat in the sky. One guy opened his vehicle’s computerization compartments, saying something Nina couldn’t hear.  

A faint rumble sounded, and terror pierced Nina’s heart, but it was only that of a car, a human-driven antique Toyota that ran on gasoline. It wound through the stationary vehicles as the others watched it in silence.  

Nina lagged behind, watching the car pass the others, not stopping. It moved in a slow, almost dreamlike state, the low roar of its engine the only sound she could hear. Then Nina blinked and ran to catch up with her classmates.  

She stopped when they all buckled in unison, as if they’d tripped over the same stone.  

Thump. Thump. Thump.  

They collapsed to the ground like puppets with their strings cut.  

“W-what…?” Nina choked.  

Michelle lay the nearest, her body convulsing, shuddering before it lay still. The teacher and the other kids in her class all did the same. They lay motionless, in untidy positions on the ground, arms and legs bent at awkward angles. None of them moved.  

Nina froze, her breath hitching, the icy fear that had lurked on the horizon blossoming in her chest until it came out in a desperate, panicked wail.  

She looked around. The cars were still there, but their drivers had collapsed, too. Unmoving, eyes open, staring at the overcast sky.  

What the hell is going on?  

Nina stood unmoving, the cold breeze blowing against her as she waited, trembling. She didn’t dare breathe or blink. All was silent except the wind and the fierce pounding of her heart.  

She took a step forward, her foot gently landing on the grass at her feet. She didn’t feel she was about to collapse… did she? Other than the screaming terror pounding through her veins, she felt normal…  

So, what had happened?  

She crept to her teacher and her classmates. Why weren’t they getting up? She bent down and shook Michelle’s shoulder. Her dark hair was over her face, so Nina moved it aside. A gasp burst from her lips. Michelle’s eyes were wide open and glassy, unmoving. She shook her harder.  

“Michelle!” she cried, tears springing up in her eyes. “No! Michelle!”  

She touched her neck, then her wrist, sobbing as she found no sign of life. She examined the rest. They were all the same. Lifeless, eyes wide open, their bodies already going rigid and cold.  

Dead! They’re all dead!  

Nina trembled as she struggled to her feet, her vision swimming and her throat tightening, her breath not coming as much as it should. She hyperventilated as her vision tunneled. They’re dead! Screamed through her thoughts. She tried to suppress a scream, a weird squeak coming out. She felt lightheaded.  

She took a trembling step towards the school. Everything was still as death. Another step, then it was like the bolts in her limbs loosened. She ran. Her breath came in panicked gasps, tears forming in her eyes. Flashes of the lifeless bodies of her classmates and teacher flickered in her mind like strobe lightning. Confusion clashed with terror.  

“Help!” she shouted, bursting into the office. No one was… wait, there was a teacher, slumped on the ground. Her computer was off, the chair slowly rotating, as if it had spun and was slowing down. Nina edged towards the teacher. Lifeless, her glasses askew, her eyes wide open. Nina bolted to the next room. A teacher lay slumped in his seat, mouth open. Dead. Dead. They were all dead.  

No one had survived except her.  

Sobbing, she held her head. It was so quiet. No buzz of voices or far-off footsteps.  

Thomas. I need to call Thomas. Oh, God, please let him be okay!  

She ran to the locker room. She passed more bodies, some halfway through doorways, others bleeding from hitting their head on the way down. What had happened to them? Why was she spared?  

Hands trembling so hard she could barely open her locker, Nina fumbled for her cell phone. It was off. She prayed as she pushed the power button, then gasped with relief as the familiar bright screen went on.  

No bars. No internet. The network’s down.  

Nina grabbed her belongings, her mind racing. She jabbed vidscreens and comscreens, her breathing growing faster, exhaling and inhaling through gritted teeth. Nothing connected to the network.  

She had to find Thomas.  

She abandoned the school, finding no one alive. She ran to the rail station, past stopped cars and their silent, unmoving passengers. A woman lay half in the road, her fingers still around a dog’s leash. Her pet, a little poodle, lay lifeless, too. Nina looked at it in dismay. Whatever happened affected animals, too. Not birds, though… they still twittered in the trees, merry and carefree like the whole world hadn’t ended.  

She knew what she would find at the station, but she had to try. She had to find her brother.  

Nothing greeted her except the silent dead.  

The train stood immobile on its track, and the platform was littered with slumped bodies. Briefcases and purses spilled their contents onto the concrete.  

Nina sank onto a bench, holding her stomach, tears streaming down her cheeks. This had to be a terrible nightmare.

She thought of the old Toyota she’d spotted near the school. Was it still there? It didn’t run on the network. She could borrow it, drive to Thomas’s hospital and find him. The guy in it didn’t need it anymore.  

The last thought sent a prickle of horror down her spine, but she pushed it down as she got shakily to her feet.  

What if Thomas was dead, too? She couldn’t imagine continuing without him.  

Oh God, what about Aunt Lillian? Poppa Malcolm? Was this horrible and strange phenomenon affecting all of America, or only the local area? Nina badly hoped it was the latter.

Sooner or later, they’ll surely send rescue. She spun around, squinting at the horizon, hoping to spot incoming helicopters, planes, or at least drones. There was nothing.

She couldn’t just sit around, waiting to be saved. She had to find Thomas and see how far this had gone.  

The earthquake, the bright light, the strange noise… all of them were connected. But how had everyone dropped dead? There was no blood, no injuries. It was like yanking a power outlet from the wall. Their hearts had stopped beating in unison.  

She ran back to her school because moving felt better than sitting. Thomas had to be okay. He just had to. If not, she didn’t know what to do. She wouldn’t be able to go on. She’d probably give up, hiding in her room until she wasted away to nothing.  

Thomas, please be okay.     





Chapter 4 

Friday, February 14, 2076  



The walk to her father’s house was hell.  

It was so quiet. Around every turn and corner, bodies were lying motionless, gray, and stiff. Cars took up the road, silhouettes of people inside.

Once inside the house, Nina locked the door and slumped onto the couch. Everything here was expected, if bare, from most of the belongings being moved out. They hadn’t packed up the food, medicine, or furniture yet.

Maybe she should wait here. Thomas would come eventually. He’d know how to handle this.   

It was tempting. Things could almost feel normal with the door locked, and the curtains closed. As normal as they’d been this morning, anyway.  

But she couldn’t hide and wait for someone to come and save her.  

She took a deep, calming breath to banish the anxiety bubbling in her core. She would get up. She would move forward. One thing at a time.  

Nina had watched her share of apocalyptic and disaster vids in her time. What was one thing she and Thomas had remarked on while they ate popcorn and laughed at the holoscreen? The characters acting without thought. Too rashly, without thinking of the immediate future.  

She needed supplies. Food. There was no telling how far this went. She couldn’t just dash off to the hospital and not take anything with her.  

Although she and Thomas had cleared most of the furniture and their personal belongings, the kitchen had been left alone. Thank goodness. Nina already had her keys, her phone, and her ID-moneycard. She shoved a bottle of water and a readymeal into her fanpack and added a tube of SkinMend. She spotted the photoblock of herself, Dad, and Thomas on the windowsill and snatched that up. She stepped back outside, her guts churning. Her mouth went dry. Even from here, a few bodies littered the sidewalk. How could it be that everyone had…  

No, it’s not everyone. It can’t be.  

The possibility she may be the only one left was too horrible to comprehend.  

Avoiding looking at the bodies, Nina took one step at a time back to school. “You made it home. You can make it back there again,” she muttered firmly.  

The midday sun shone bright and merry, lending a washed-out appearance to the tans and browns of the houses. Billboards shone in the sunlight, and corner convenience stores showed their news headlines and selections of e-cigarettes. Squat desert trees adorned lawns and street corners. The sky was clear to the horizon, a cool winter breeze stirring Nina’s curls.   

Besides the sea of dead vehicles and people, the day was so ordinary and bright. It didn’t feel like the apocalypse.  

She found her school and the field she had jogged on less than two hours before, avoiding looking at it. She searched the sea of network cars and found the antique Toyota. It had rolled to a stop near the curb, cattycorner to the evenly spaced rows of network cars. It idled and its driver, a graying middle-aged man, lay slumped sideways over the passenger side.  

Nina tugged the handle. Locked.  

She tried the other doors, but they were all locked, too.  

Crap.  

Despite herself, her gaze traveled to the driver’s face. It bore fine weathered lines, dark heavy brows, and glazed brown eyes open and staring toward the windshield. Dried blood crusted on his upper lip and a small puddle congealed on the seat. Nina jerked her gaze away, feeling sick as bile burned in her throat. It was all too much. She bent and emptied her stomach into the gutter.  

She heaved, spitting out puke, then sat on the curb. She buried her face in her hands, kneading her eyes with her palms.  

Come on. Get up.  

She rose, taking a gulp of water.  

◆◆◆
 
Walking to the hardware store, Nina passed dozens of corpses, lying sprawled at awkward angles, eyes staring sightlessly at the perfect sky. The wind had blown up the skirt of an elderly woman lying dead next to her car. A housecat, perhaps having wandered from its home, lay lifeless in a heap.  

Nina shouldered open the door to the hardware store and grabbed a stray cart. There were bodies within the store, too, but not as many. She loaded it with anything she could think of that she might need. She had to think of this as the beginning of a long stretch. She might be rescued in an hour or day, or maybe not for a week. A month. Longer.  

She needed something to break the window of that old Toyota crashed by her school. A tire iron would do nicely. A couple of tarps, old-school lanterns for power outages, matches, leather work gloves, and plenty of cleaning solution. Old cars ran on gasoline, so Nina piled ten gallons of the stuff into the cart, which began to get heavy.  

She spied a sizable hunting knife in a glass case on her way out and gingerly stepped over an employee to grab it. She gripped the tire iron in her hands and smashed the glass. It made a terrific crash, glass spraying everywhere. Nina snatched out the knife and tossed it into the cart with everything else.  

 This all felt so alien to her, and she almost headed to the checkout counter to pay. Instead, she rolled the cart, struggling with the weight and the janky wheel, back to the idling Toyota.  

Her panic had given away to numbness and disconnectedness, her brain clinging to what normality it could. She didn’t feel fear right now, just a cold sense of shock. It was like she watched herself from the outside, passing the dozens of corpses to a stranger’s old car.  

Was this the ‘End of the world’ the Revelationists were always going on about? If so, why was she still standing?

In mandatory Bible class, they’d made it sound like there would be more excitement—locusts, plague, and shit—not just everyone dropping dead.

Stop it, Nina. This isn’t the end of the world. It was likely a terrorist attack. She shivered. So, they could make bioweapons that killed in an instant now. This might be localized. The next town over could be going on without a care. She searched the sky. Someone would come soon. They had to.  

Until then, she would survive.  

Nina covered the back window with some tarp and hit it as hard as possible. She heard a dull thump but no smash of glass. Gritting her teeth, she hit it harder. Frustration bubbling through her, Nina gave a yell and hit it again and again until she heard a crack. One last thump and the window broke.  

She yanked the tarp aside. A smattering of broken glass glittered like tiny crystals. She broke the rest of the window, not wanting to nick herself on jagged glass, and crawled through, grunting through her teeth. She would unlock the front door and get the driver out.  

How had this guy managed to get an off-the-grid car? Only government officials or the unabashedly rich could get permits for these. Who knew what a person like that was doing driving near her school.  

Nina reached the front of the car, grimacing at the man’s stiff body. She reached over him and unlocked the driver-side door. On his sleeve was stitched a Revelationist insignia, a scroll with seven seals.  

Nina clambered out of the car and grabbed the man’s legs. His body was stiff, his skin a dark gray. He was heavy, and Nina pulled him by the ankles, sweat beading across her forehead as she tugged him out, finally clearing him from the car. His head hit the asphalt with a loud thud, making her wince. Nausea churned in her stomach again, and she dry heaved.  

“I’m sorry,” she choked, her eyes burning. She was sorry to them all. Sorry they had died. Sorry she hadn’t.  

Nina loaded her supplies from the hardware store into the back seat, sprayed the blood-crusted front seats with cleaning solution, and covered them with tarps. She did it mechanically, her grunting and metallic dragging the only noise on the quiet street. Now and then, she looked up to glance around. No cars or people moved. A cold breeze swept over her, and she shivered. Things would be better once she was on the road. She hoped.  

Nina slid onto the front seat and behind the wheel, studying the different buttons and the pedals at her feet. Antique cars were notoriously complicated. Network cars had a coach layout – opposing bench seats and a central stowable table that could be converted for lounging. Old-timey cars lacked space and sophistication, but this one was a godsend for Nina.  

She thought hard about the retro haptic driving games she loved. There was a gas pedal to go, a brake pedal to stop. The steering wheel loomed in front of her, and a key sat in the ignition, the engine still rumbling, slightly vibrating the vehicle.  

Swallowing, she set to work. It was different from a video game. She reversed onto the road with jerky, unconfident maneuvers, the engine roaring as she gingerly pressed the pedal with her foot.  

“Okay. I’ve got this,” she muttered as she wound through the network cars. She was becoming numb to the sight of bodies, the motionless vehicles, and the surreal emptiness of the streets. Something moved in her peripheral vision, making her jump, but it was just some dry leaves blowing across the road.  

When she reached the main road, she drove in the emergency lane, clear of cars. She silently thanked the deceased driver and focused on finding a balanced speed. She had to get to the hospital and find Thomas. Please let him be all right.

She drove past her school and over a hill where smoke rose near Wally’s Fresh Foods. Curiosity burning in her, Nina parked her car in the parking lot. She left it running and jogged to the smoke.   

It was an enormous crater. It spanned about thirty feet, a round, shallow bowl. Bits of broken cars, brick, and stone surrounded it. Something glimmered in the center. A metal, basketball-sized sphere surrounded by metallic debris. Cautiously, taking care not to stumble, Nina approached it, her pulse quickening at the sight.  

She’d seen the flash in the distance. This couldn’t be a coincidence. A meteor?  

No. As she approached, she saw it was something manufactured. The silver sphere had multiple holes and flaps. Nina jumped as it gave a quiet hiss, gas ejecting from several holes. Her heart thumping, she backed away, mentally checking herself for any symptoms of illness.

There was no sense in pressing her luck – this thing was still actively doing whatever it was doing. She ran from the crater, hurried into the car, and continued West on the I-10 freeway.

The emergency lane was mercifully empty. More cars clogged the freeway, the occasional crashed antique vehicle among them. The hospital where Thomas worked was closer than his apartment, so she would check there first.  

Everything was so still and quiet. She couldn’t get used to it. The city used to be busy, with attention-grabbing audiovisuals from billboards and storefronts and the constant buzz of network cars and trains. This was eerie.   

The power grid must have been blown out by an EMP, an electromagnetic pulse. Maybe that was the awful sound they all heard. What about the flash of light? A nuclear explosion above the atmosphere? A solar flare?

She tried to switch on the car’s radio – it was all static.

One thing at a time. Find Thomas. You can worry about the rest later.  

She was dragged from her thoughts by a far-away movement in the lane opposite. A vehicle. An old gray minivan drew closer.

She screeched her car to a stop and left it running as she stumbled out, waving her arms. “Hey!” she called at the approaching van. She was so glad to see a living person that she didn’t care who it might be. She wasn’t alone.  

The minivan rumbled to a stop in front of her, its old engine idling. The glare off the windshield obscured the person inside.

Her brother, Thomas, clambered out.  

“Nina!”  

Relief flooded her limbs as tears sprang up in her eyes. “Thomas!” she screamed. He ran toward her, leaping over the mid-freeway divider.  

“Nina! Oh my God!”  

He scooped her off her feet and into a hug. Nina clutched him, sobbing with relief.





Chapter 5 

Saturday, February 15, 2076 



Sitting on Thomas’s couch with bottles of room-temperature iced tea felt strangely normal. It didn’t feel like anything had changed within the apartment, as if the horrors outside belonged to a dream.

They lit candles, setting them in corners and on tables until the room was bathed in warm flickering yellows and talked about everything they had seen. Nina was beyond grateful that her brother had made it, too. 

Thomas’s experience had been like Nina’s. At the hospital, a loud boom had rattled the whole building. The electronics had all shut down, even the backup generators for the life support machines. Like his sister, Thomas had watched in horror as everyone around him collapsed in unison. 

“I checked every room, every floor, for anyone else who might have survived,” he said, his expression dark. Candlelight reflected in his green eyes as Nina watched, seeing her own trauma reflecting back at her. “Everyone was… dead. Nurses and doctors I knew and liked. People performing surgeries. Mothers with their babies.” His voice cracked, and he clamped his hand over his mouth, his eyes pooling. “Oh God, Nina, I didn’t know what to do. Then I remembered the hospital CEO’s vintage minivan. Thank God I found you.” 

She clutched his hand. His fingers were cold. He sniffled, forcing a smile as a tear trickled down his cheek. 

“Why us, Thomas?” Nina asked, her voice soft. “Why did we survive?” 

It was almost unfathomable that so many people were dead. This morning, they had gotten up and readied for their day, like any typical day. Now thousands, maybe millions, were dead and gone except for her and Thomas. 

“I’ve no idea, Nina.” Thomas shook his head. “My only thought is that it’s something in our genes. We both survived, while hundreds, maybe more, didn’t. Maybe we have genetic immunity to whatever hit the city. A neurotoxin, maybe.” 

“There could be other survivors,” said Nina. 

Thomas sighed. “Yeah. Maybe. We don’t even know how widespread this is. Just Phoenix? All of Arizona? More?” 

He fell silent, and Nina knew they were thinking the same thing. Around ten million people lived in this metropolitan area alone. What if this affected the whole of the United States or even beyond that? It was too terrible to comprehend. 

“Who did this?” she asked, knowing her big brother didn’t have any more answers than she did. The thought this was a purposeful attack made her insides clench.

“Terrorists?” he suggested, staring at the bottle of tea in his hands. “Chemical warfare?” 

Nina rubbed the back of her neck. A tension headache prickled there, wrapping around her skull to squeeze her brain tight. She grimaced. 

“You okay?” Thomas’s eyes widened, alarmed.

Nina blinked, startled by the panic in his voice. Then she understood. They were both on edge, half-expecting some other horrible thing to happen at any moment.

She patted his shoulder. “I’m fine. Just tense. Just a normal headache.” She slumped back on the sofa, kneading her eyes with her palms until spots burst across her vision. 

She heard Thomas exhale beside her. “We’ll have to take things one step at a time,” he said. “Check the immediate area for any more survivors. Make sure we have enough supplies.” 

Nina nodded, exhaustion weighing on her. They’d knocked on all the doors of Thomas’s high-rise apartment, taking a floor each. No one had answered their doors, no sound returning their shouts. Not even the sounds of pets had greeted them. Sunset had persuaded them to shut themselves into Thomas’s apartment for the night. 

Without electricity, they couldn’t even play any music. It was so quiet. No sounds of passing cars or barking dogs or the refrigerator's hum. It was uncomfortably eerie. Nina hated it. 

They ate dinner – cereal and milk, before it spoiled. Nina grimaced. “It’s like chewing wood chips. What is that?” 

“The cereal we always get,” said Thomas, peering at the box. “It’s usually sweet, but….” 

“Hold on.” Nina took a sip of the milk. It tasted like nothing. “What the hell…?” 

Thomas ran to his bedroom and came back with an air freshener. “This doesn’t smell like anything, either.” 

They stared at each other. “I guess we were affected. A little,” she said weakly. They had lost their senses of smell and taste. 

Thomas swallowed. “Well, maybe it’s for the best,” he said. “The bodies will start to get ripe soon.” 

It was a horrible thought.

They plugged their phones into Thomas’s solar power bank on the windowsill and slept restlessly in a night of unnatural silence. 

◆◆◆
 
The following day, Thomas suggested they drive around and check the freeways and main roads of the city for survivors. “Anyone who wants to be seen will do the same thing,” he pointed out. “We can’t do anything about people who decide to hide in their homes.” 

They drove up and down the emergency lanes of several freeways. Nina sighed as she briefly looked out the window at the sea of motionless cars. She hated seeing the silhouettes of the dead drivers, some slumped against steering wheels, others halfway out of their vehicles or lying beside them. Thomas was right. The bodies would start to stink and bloat in a few days or weeks. 

Nausea bubbled in her, and she averted her gaze from the road. 

They stopped at a few stores, stocking up on gasoline containers, bottles of water, and non-perishable readymeals. After half a day of driving, Thomas inhaled sharply and pointed at the horizon. Among the network cars weaved an old-fashioned truck. Thomas honked, the sudden noise making Nina jump, and the truck came to a rumbling stop. 

“Be careful,” said Thomas as they approached. Keeping their hands visible, they went over to the old pickup truck. A stockpile of gasoline containers sat in the truck bed. 

The window lowered in frequent, jerky movements – one of those windows from the last century that the driver had to wind down manually. 

“Hello,” Nina said to the tired-looking woman. 

“Someone else is alive,” the woman murmured. She had washed out pale skin and shoulder-length hair with more gray than black. Her eyes held a haunted look that Nina imagined mirrored her and her brother’s. Beside her sat two young children, eyes wide as they looked at the siblings in silence. 

“I’m Thomas, and this is my sister Nina,” said Thomas carefully, approaching the window. “I’m a doctor.” 

“Maggie,” said the woman wearily. “These are my kids. We were visiting for spring break from California before… before….” 

Thomas gave a patient nod, empathy in his expression. 

“We were there with my brother and his family but… but they…” her eyes pooled as her knuckles, gripping the steering wheel, whitened. “They all collapsed… everyone but us. We didn’t think anyone else was alive….” 

The little girl sitting next to her sniffled. Nina’s heart constricted. What horrors had these kids witnessed in the last twenty-four hours? 

“I’m so sorry,” said Thomas. “Look, if you see any other survivors, tell them to gather at noon in Midtown Park the day after tomorrow.” 

“I will,” said Maggie. “Maybe we’ll join you.” A tear slid down her cheek. “May God keep you both safe.” 

She wound up the window, and her truck engine roared to life, speeding off down the road. Though they’d finally seen someone else alive, their mood was glum. 

They continued their search. “Let’s go to Wally’s,” she said. “I want to take another look at that canister ball.” The night before, she had told him about the crater and the strange, spherical device steaming in its center. 

“You sure that’s safe?” Thomas asked, a frown creasing his brow. 

“I was right beside it when it spewed gas, and it didn’t affect me,” said Nina in earnest. “C’mon, we don’t have any other clues. I doubt we’ll meet anyone else today.” She wasn’t sure how much more driving past the endless sea of cars and bodies she could take. 

“Fine.” Thomas sighed, heading towards the next exit. “But I don’t like it.” 

They weaved between bodies and cars as they drove down Camelback towards the supermarket. Nina concentrated on the map of Phoenix on her phone. Though the network was still out, maps were preprogrammed. She had never given much thought to directions before, because network cars always knew where to go – all you had to do was tell them your destination. The detail of the maps was impressive. She could pinpoint latitude and longitude to a square meter. 

“Listen to this, Thomas. My bedroom at Dad’s house was 33°30’07.2” north and 112°21’07.2” west.” 

“Hm. Okay,” he muttered, concentrating on the road.  

They soon approached Wally’s. “Up there.” She pointed. Thomas parked haphazardly in front of the building and strode towards the crater. Nina had to half-run to keep up with him. 

“Maybe you should stay back,” he called over his shoulder. 

She was indignant. She was the one who’d discovered the crater in the first place. “I’ll be an adult in three weeks,” she shouted after him. 

He turned to her, walking backward. “Adult or baby or little sister, you’re all I have.” 

That was very sweet, but it didn’t deter her. She ran over to him, the cool air biting her lungs, past him to the crater where the sphere lay, silent now. 

“Careful!” Thomas said as she knelt to give the sphere a poke. It wobbled. Familiar excitement sparked in her, the feeling she’d get at her workbench when there was something new to take apart. 

“I’m bringing this home.” 

She heard him sigh. “All right, I suppose I’ll let you. If anyone can figure out how this works, it’s you.” 

Despite the compliment, Nina bristled. He’d let her, huh? After everything that had happened, she felt she’d aged several years. She wasn’t a kid anymore. She didn’t like being told what to do, even if it was by a well-meaning elder brother. 

Everything normal about life was gone forever. 

“Let me get that,” said Thomas, picking up the sphere in his arms. They returned to the van in silence. 

◆◆◆
 
Thomas found an old folding table he’d used for camping, and they set Nina’s tools and the strange sphere upon it. The work area was illuminated by two gas lamps. Nina was impressed by their combined efforts of preparedness. 

They both looked at the sphere. It was, potentially, the thing that had caused the sudden deaths of thousands of people. Nina should fear it, but she felt an itching need to take it apart and see how it worked. 

Thomas muttered something about making dinner as Nina took a seat. She threw herself into what she knew best. She would have enjoyed herself if the future didn’t potentially depend on her discoveries. 

She took the sphere apart, studying each piece and diagramming the design in a notebook. It contained a fully mechanical timer and trip switch, which had triggered the mixing of two internal capsules of chemical reagents. The toxin or nerve agent was released from several flaps in the apparatus, propelled by pressurized canisters. It was a poison that had killed everyone, then. But how had it traveled so fast and so far? 

It was an intricate design. Nina’s wrist ached from writing so much. She barely noticed the sun setting, the oil lamps lighting her work.  

The design wouldn’t be affected by an electromagnetic pulse. The canisters were the size of her forefinger. How had two such tiny containers affected so many people in an instant? Were there more of these spheres around, pinpointed at high-population places? How potent was it that it had killed so many so quickly? 

“Do you think there are more of these around town?” she asked Thomas. 

He nodded, handing her a glass of water. “We passed similar craters as we drove around.” He glanced at the scribbles in her notebook. “What do you make of it?” 

She explained her findings, removing compartments as she opened the core. She offered Thomas a canister, and his face twisted, recoiling from it. 

“Look at this,” she said, finding a bifold hinged metal square in the core. She unfolded it, gasping at the etched symbol inside. A scroll with seven seals, the emblem of the Revelationists. 

“Holy shit,” breathed Thomas. 





Chapter 6 

Monday, February 17, 2076



Nina and Thomas headed to Midtown Park three days after the toxin attack. The bodies had started to bloat, veins stark against graying skin. Nina looked away as they drove past them. There were too many to move and burn. It would take days or weeks, and there would always be more. Nina was glad they had lost their sense of smell.

Midtown Park had several bodies, too, though not as many as Nina expected. They found a shaded bench and waited, wondering if anyone would show up. They had met a homeless man named Diego the day before. At first, he had shrunk from them, muttering about the Rapture, but they had told him about the meetup. 

“Someone’s coming,” said Thomas, and Nina looked up. Maggie, the woman from the truck, approached with her children trailing behind her. She held hands with a frail older woman, the breeze blowing her jacket and steel-gray hair. 

“It’s wonderful to see you,” said Thomas warmly, standing up to greet them as Nina made notes. They’d agreed it would be best to document as much as possible. 

The older woman was Maggie’s mother from California. Within an hour, three more family groups arrived; they were all people Maggie had found while traveling. 

“A meet-up of survivors is a good idea,” she said. She still had that weary look, her children with haunted expressions. 

“Hey, there,” said Nina to the smaller of the kids, a little girl. “What’s your name?” 

“Emily,” said the girl shyly. 

“And your brother?” 

“Tommy.” 

“Hey, my brother’s name is Thomas as well.” 

“I like Tommy,” the boy piped up. 

“No problem.” Nina smiled at him. “He’s Thomas, and you’re Tommy.” 

The boy managed a smile. 

Maggie had told them all of Los Angeles and been affected, too. Though the news was not surprising, it still brought cold horror to the siblings. LA was nearly four hundred miles away. How much farther did this go? 

Diego turned up, hanging around the edge of the group, eyes darting everywhere. He nodded when people glanced at him. 

A forty-something man in US Air Force camouflage gear had driven up in a military transport van. He introduced himself as Major Robinson. He stood with his hands locked behind his back, his feet wide apart, a serious look on his face. His balding hair was shorn short, and his scalp shined bright ivory and freckled in the midday sun.  

Nina’s eyes wandered and quickly skittered away from the gun holstered on his hip. 

“Were there any other survivors at your base?” Thomas asked him. 

“Not a soul, I’m afraid. I reconned the area and the perimeter when I was sure the attack was over and the coast was clear. I met a family of civilians planning to head to Washington State, but that’s it. I’m glad to see more people alive.” 

This man had probably seen death before. Nina didn’t know how to feel about that. 

By quarter past twelve, twenty-one people stood in the park, looking nervously at one another, families huddling together. Only the Major and Diego were alone. Was Thomas’s theory that survivors had genetic immunity from the agent true? About half the survivors were Black like herself and Thomas, the other half White or Latino. Did they all share an ancestor, or was the genetic difference a random mutation? 

Thomas got onto the bench and addressed everyone when it looked like everyone had arrived. 

“Um. Hello, all.” Everyone looked up at him. “I guess we should begin by introducing ourselves and saying what we do for a living. Then we can discuss our next steps.” 

There was a murmur through the crowd as people nodded. Nina faced the gathering of people with her brother. 

“I’m a physician in residency, set… well, I was set to finish my training in internal medicine this summer.” He gestured to Nina. “My sister, Nina, is a high school senior. We’re from Phoenix.” 

Relieved he had introduced her, Nina concentrated on taking notes while the others introduced themselves. Maggie was an accountant from California, and her mother was a retired grocery cashier. Among their group were a telemarketer, a factory worker, and a pet groomer. 

“Does anyone have any thoughts about how we might contact other areas of the country?” Thomas asked. 

“We need a Ham radio,” shouted Maggie’s mother. Despite her frail look, her voice was clear and full of confidence. “Can someone build one?” 

Ham radio was a last-century item that some amateur enthusiasts built. Several young people gave her questioning looks. 

“You’re right. Focusing on things that don’t require the network grid is a start,” said Thomas, keeping his voice upbeat. “Ham radios are useful for catastrophes.” 

“Like this one,” Nina muttered. 

They had made radios in school, but nothing on a scale that would reach hundreds of miles away. Maybe with some textbooks from the university, she would be able to figure out how to build a bigger one. It was true she liked to tinker, but… did she really want this responsibility? What if she failed? 

Her heart sank when Thomas patted her shoulder and said, “Is this something you could do?” 

She glanced up to meet his green eyes. He had put her on the spot, but they were desperate. 

She grimaced. “I’ll try, but no promises.” 

“Perfect.” He gave her an encouraging smile and then addressed the crowd. “My sister is good with electronics, so she’ll build a radio. Let’s also decide what other tasks need to be done and who can do them.” 

The telemarketer, who was called Chaz, raised their hand. Thomas gestured to them. “I think we should search for more survivors. There could be people hiding.” 

“I’ll search for food and water,” said another. 

“We’ll see if we can find any more cars.” 

“Young man. Thomas,” boomed the Major. He strode over on his long legs, standing beside Thomas on the bench as he gazed at the crowd. “I’m Robert Robinson, Major, US Force.” Nina almost expected him to salute. He turned to Thomas. “You are doing an outstanding job, and I appreciate your efforts here. While this is a lovely get-together,” his eyes scanned the small crowd, “I’m afraid you all are missing the bigger picture.” 

People quieted to listen to him. His gruff voice carried authority. Thomas could act as a leader, but the Major was older and more commanding. “We are under attack by someone. Or something.” 

“Yes!” someone shouted. 

“Something has killed off everyone in the southwest, maybe beyond. Maybe the whole world is affected.” 

The thought was horrible. But they hadn’t seen any planes or helicopters since that fateful day. Nobody was looking for survivors, which must mean things were the same everywhere. Nina swallowed. How many people out of the billions on the planet were still alive? A million? Fewer? 

“We need to prepare for further attacks,” said Major Robinson. “We need to be realistic and prepared. Every able-bodied teen or adult in this group should be armed and trained to fight. I can get us weapons and vehicles from the base.” 

People nodded, and all started talking at once. Nina glanced at Thomas. Annoyance flashed across his face for the briefest moment before he cleared his throat and said, “Thank you, Major Robinson. That’s an excellent point.” His own voice carried sure and strong over the crowd now. “You can oversee self-defense training. And, Chaz,” Thomas looked to the stocky telemarketer in the group's center, “you can spearhead the search for survivors. Maggie, you can lead the gathering of supplies. Nina will work on the radio and electronics. I’d suggest the rest of you help Chaz and Maggie organize a schedule. Everyone, please consider moving into our building for easier communication.” He gestured to his apartment building next to the park. Let’s meet here again at six o’clock tomorrow evening with any more survivors we find.” 

Given their tasks, the crowd stood straighter and followed their instructions. Major smirked at Thomas and strolled over to his van. The group followed Nina and Thomas to his apartment complex.

The men kicked down doors until they found apartments that didn’t have any bodies in them. Most people chose rooms on the same floor. Maggie and her mother and children took the first free apartment. The kids were still wide-eyed as they followed the adults into their new, temporary home. 

It felt like a productive day. When Nina and Thomas were in their own apartment, she said, “You didn’t mention what we found in the canister.” 

“I know,” said Thomas as Nina put down her notebook. “Let’s keep that to ourselves for now. We don’t know who we can trust.” 

Nina nodded, thinking of the Major. 

◆◆◆
 
Despite her reservations, it only took nine days to get the radio running. Her heart lifted as she fiddled with the dial and heard static. 

Thomas had usually insisted on going with her to hardware stores and the library, but lately, he was so swamped with his own tasks as unofficial group leader that he finally let her go on her own. She was already getting the hang of driving old cars and vans. 

The supply team, led by Maggie, kept everyone stocked with food and drinks. They raided the supermarkets and brought back car trunks full of bottled water, readymeals, and canned goods. The fruits and vegetables were already rotten, and the frozen goods melted to mush, but there was still plenty for everyone in their small community. 

Each family group now had their own gasoline-powered military van and firearms, courtesy of the local Air Force Base and the Major’s deliveries. It had been decades since the government had confiscated guns, but the Major had access to the storage armory, and they had more weapons than they knew what to do with. Nina swallowed, looking at the bed of guns of all sizes. Who would dictate who could use what? Would they ever have to fight for their lives against those who set off the toxin attack or even against other survivors?

You can’t think like that, she told herself when she lay awake one night, her worries whispering to her like ghosts from the shadows.  

In the distance, she thought she heard something. A far-off sound of a gunshot. She stiffened, hearing movement from Thomas’s room. 

She sat frozen for a full five minutes; her breath quickened as she clutched the blanket in her fingers. But there was no more noise, no shouts or further shots. 

Maybe I imagined it. 

◆◆◆
 
Major Robinson, who everyone had begun referring to as “Major,” gathered the community for target practice and self-defense lessons at Midtown Park every morning at seven o'clock. Nina’s hand was bruised and aching after several days of firing her new pistol, which Major said was called an M18, at the designated target wall. Each day, her aim improved. She hoped she’d never have to use it on a live target. 

As well as building the Ham radio, Nina kept busy helping people set up the generators powered by car batteries and solar arrays. Somehow, having so many tasks helped keep her mind off the horror of their new world.

Now that she had the radio up and working, she sent messages through it every two hours, on the hour. 

“We are a group of survivors in Phoenix, Arizona. Please respond.” She circled through various wavelengths. Maybe they would connect with another city with some time and some luck. 

There had to be other survivors. There just had to be. 

She was twisting the dial when a knock on her door startled her. 

Thomas came in with a smile on his face. “Nina, do you remember Poppa Malcolm’s old friend, Margot? She’s in the lobby with her son and grandkids.” 

Nina looked at him, and his face fell. It was the first time they’d mentioned Poppa since all this craziness had begun. Did their grandfather share the genetic mutation that would make him immune to the attack? If so, was he still okay? Fed and warm? 

Nina shook the unpleasant possibilities from her mind and said, “Margot? Yeah, of course, Poppa’s best friend. She and her grandkids came up from Tucson for Thanksgiving sometimes.” 

The last time she’d seen Margot and her family was four years ago. Liz, Margot’s granddaughter, had been a giggly teenager who followed Thomas around like a shadow, much to Nina’s amusement. She must be around twenty now. Mac was Nina’s age, a pudgy redheaded kid with huge classes. When they were little, they’d enjoyed building Lego fortresses and creatures, but he had barely looked up from his phone during the last visit. She couldn’t recall meeting their father. 

In the pre-apocalypse days, there had been talk of a get-together in the Fall. Nina would have been on a break from her first semester of college for Thanksgiving. So, of the millions who died, Margot’s family had made it, too?

She glanced toward the radio. She had two more frequencies left to cycle through. “I’ll be out in a minute.” 

“Come on, Nina,” said Thomas with a sigh. “They’re excited to see you.” 

Who’d be excited to see me? She thought. She flipped off the radio. “All right.” 

Margot looked just as Nina remembered. She was an older lady, in her seventies, with spiky blue hair and a charming French accent. 

“Nina, darling!” she cried, rushing to pull Nina into a hug. Nina blinked; it was the first time anyone had embraced her since she had reunited with Thomas. Tears burned her eyes as she hugged the woman back. She hadn’t realized how much she’d needed it. 

“You’ve grown up, ma chérie.” Margot beamed as she cupped Nina’s face in her wrinkled hands. Nina couldn’t help returning her warm smile. She glanced behind her at her grandchildren. 

Liz hadn’t changed much. Her shining blonde hair sat on her shoulder, and perfect makeup on her face. It amused Nina that she kept up her beauty routine despite the world's end. Maybe she had raided the beauty section at the drug store. 

Mac gave Nina a smile from behind the red curls flopping in front of his eyes. His glasses were gone. He was slim and tall now, the tallest in the family, though he slouched like he was trying to fit in. A smattering of angry red pimples adorned his chin, where several hairs had sprouted. Nina wondered whether he was trying to grow a beard or he’d simply stopped shaving in favor of more essential tasks. His face was boyish but attractive. 

The boy she had played Legos with had also grown up.

He brushed back his curls, his cheeks reddening almost to the same shade as his fiery hair. “Hi, Nina.” 

Warm relief washed over Nina at seeing familiar faces. She grinned at him. 

Liz gave Nina a stiff hug, and Mac offered her his hand for a handshake. His warm, long fingers enveloped hers, and something in her belly fluttered. It was her turn to blush. 

“Nina,” said Margot. “Thomas tells me you’re handling the electronics here. Mac can help you out. He’s going to start college and major in programming.” Her smile faltered. “Was going to.” 

Mac nodded. 

“That would be helpful,” said Nina. “Thanks.” 

“My son, Lou, is outside. The kids’ father. I don’t think you ever met him. He’s at the park talking with that army guy.” 

Thomas strode up, rolling his eyes. “That guy. He’s been useful, but…” he lowered his voice. “I don’t know. He likes to stir up paranoia. Look at all those weapons. He’ll probably come back with more. It’s like he’s expecting an alien invasion or something.” 

They went silent.

“Does anyone know what happened?” asked Mac. 

Thomas grimaced. “Let’s not get into it all here. We can talk about it at supper.” 

◆◆◆
 
Readymeals, beef jerky, half-stale bread, and canned fruit weren’t the same as a home-cooked meal. But eating with friendly faces around the large dining table of Margot’s new home made things feel almost normal. It was just a shame everything they ate tasted of nothing. It was warm mush or cold mush. 

They had found a three-bedroom apartment down the hall from Thomas’s place. It had belonged to a couple and their three children, none of whom had come home. It was heart-wrenching to see toys and books that would never be used again.

Margot leaned back in her chair. “The last I heard from my dear friend Malcolm, he was ill and going to stay at your father’s house. I see he and your father are not with us. I hate to ask….” Her voice trailed off as the siblings froze, exchanging glances. 

Nina struggled to swallow the tasteless bread, her throat tightening. With everything keeping her busy, she had managed to push her grief to the side.  

Thomas explained, leaving out the part where he suspected Dad’s car crash wasn’t an accident. “Poppa Malcolm’s okay, though,” he said, forcing his voice to sound cheerful. “He’s living in Alabama with our Aunt Lillian.” 

Margot dabbed her eyes with a napkin. “I’m so sorry,” said Margot, reaching over to take Thomas and Nina’s hands. “Do you know if Lillian and Malcolm might still be alive?” 

“No,” said Thomas. “Maybe we can make the trip to find out at some point, but we can’t leave people here yet. They need us.” 

Nina thought about what a trip to the old Perry farm in Alabama might entail. It would typically be a three-day drive across the country from Arizona, or two by rail. They’d gone to family reunions there a few times at Christmas. She remembered the long stretches of highway, always filled with a steady stream of network cars. It would take longer than three days to dodge stopped vehicles and reach their destination.

Nina had clung to the hope that Arizona might be the only place affected by this madness. But after weeks of no contact, no rescuers, she’d been forced to accept that it was widespread. The whole country, certainly. Maybe even the entire world. 

The thought was sickening. 

And Thomas was right. He was their community’s leader; he couldn’t leave for what was sure to be a week or longer. The leadership role would probably be filled by Major, and he was bossy and authoritarian. He may mean well, but the forty-odd people who had joined their cause preferred Thomas’s leadership. They told him themselves when Major was out of earshot. 

Her heart ached to see how Aunt Lillian and Poppa were doing. If immunity was genetic, which seemed more likely as many family groups joined them, there was a chance they were okay. 

Nina gently withdrew her hand from Margot’s and glanced around the table. Margot’s son, a redheaded middle-aged man, called Lou, jabbed at his phone. As far as Nina could remember, it was their first time meeting him. Liz glanced at Thomas now and then, tearing dainty pieces from her roll. Mac stared at his barely touched meal, his longish hair obscuring the top of his face. His expression was unreadable. 

“How long have you known Poppa Malcolm, Margot?” 

“Let’s see.” The older woman tapped her chin. “I would say nearly fifty years. My mother, Sophia, and Malcolm’s father, Albert, were friends. Until he disappeared.” 

Sophia. Nina’s mind raced. Wasn’t that the name Poppa Malcolm had mentioned during his ramblings about time travel? He said he’d gone to give her encouragement. He must have gotten her name mixed up somewhere in his confused memories. 

“How did Sophia and Albert meet?” 

“She was a student in his class. He taught at Adams University in DC. They stayed in touch over the years. My mother was a chef at the White House, and back in 2026, she blew the whistle on President Mirren’s plans to start a war with China and Russia.” She gave a fond, proud smile. 

2026. That was so long ago. Nina tried to remember history class. Political history had never interested her much, but it now seemed vitally important. “What happened after that?” 

“She left the White House and opened a café near the university. The Revelationists were a new political party at the time. They claimed President Mirren had been the antichrist, a signal of the end times.” Her face contorted in disgust. “Not the antichrist. Just an awful monster who wanted to start a war we’d never win. America was convinced, though, and the Revelationists took the presidency in 2032.” 

Poppa’s story about time travel played in Nina’s mind, but she’d be crazy to mention it. Her thoughts moved to the note from her great-grandfather Albert. “What happened to Albert Perry?” 

Margot shifted, looking suddenly uneasy. “I don’t know, dear. Nobody does. He disappeared in 2030. It was so sad for Malcolm.”

Thomas leaned forward, still holding a piece of orange in his fingers. “Do you think the Revelationists had anything to do with it?” 

There was a loud slam, and everybody jumped. Lou had smacked his phone onto the table, glaring at Thomas. Mac flinched. “Are you Anti-Revelationist?” asked Mac’s father. 

Thomas met Lou’s glare with a cool look. Nina privately admired her brother’s ability to seem unfazed by this sudden burst of anger. “Not at all,” he said smoothly. “I hate politics. I’m a healer.” 

Lou’s ruddy face was flushed. “The Revelationists saved this country, son, and don’t you forget it. They were right about the end times. Just look around you.” He gestured wildly at the air like he was fending off a swarm of hungry insects. “There’s no doubt in my mind the unbelievers did this.” 

“Lou,” said Margot, her voice quiet. “This has been hard on all of us. We’re all on the same side now, whatever our politics were.” 

Her words deflated Lou, and his shoulders dropped. “Sorry,” he grunted to Thomas. “Yes, it’s been rough.” 

Mac still stared at his plate like all the sorrows in the world lay in his untouched food. He set down the piece of beef jerky in his trembling hand and looked up at Nina. His hazel eyes pooled. 

She swallowed, holding his gaze. His torment made her own eyes sting. 

There was an abrupt squeal of chair legs against the tile floor as Mac got to his feet. “May I be excused?” 

At Margot’s nod, Mac retreated to a bedroom. 

Thomas’s voice was gentle. “Yes, we’re all in this together. We’re family now. Listen, I know you’re all exhausted from traveling and setting up your apartment.” He paused. “Nina and I will let you get some rest. Let’s start fresh in the morning.” 

They exchanged embraces and murmurs of goodnight. Nina glanced towards Mac’s bedroom, wondering whether she should say anything. No, perhaps he didn’t want to talk right now. She followed Thomas out the door, her heart like a stone in her chest.   





Chapter 7 

Sunday, March 1, 2076 





After Major’s lessons the next morning, Thomas stayed behind in the park to talk with Major and Lou while Nina walked back to the apartment. She still hadn’t grown used to dead cars and rapidly decaying bodies. It would be a long time before they rotted completely, and then what? Would the city be covered in skeletons? 

It was a terrible thought, but no one had discussed what to do with the millions of bodies, and she didn’t want to be the one to bring it up. 

She distracted herself by stretching her aching muscles. She had worked up a sweat this morning. Major ordered them about like they were an actual regiment, pushing them to their limits and teaching them new skills. Though Nina still hoped they would never have to fight, the exercise was good, and what they learned was valuable. 

She smiled at the memory of the morning. Major had paired her up with Chaz, a burly thirty-something who had scoffed at sparring with a small teenage girl. They had changed their tune when Nina knocked them on their ass, delivering a swift kick to the delicate side of their knee. Chaz had laughed and given her a high five. 

“Seriously, Chaz?” Major had bellowed. “You let a hundred-pound girl whoop your ass?” 

Chaz had grinned. “Stronger than she seems, sir.” 

“Then you’ve learned a lesson, haven’t you? Never underestimate your enemy!” He’d turned to Nina. “Good job, kid. Show me what you’ve got with the M4.” 

He gave her pointers on stance and aim for the rifle and watched as she’d fired at the group’s target wall. “Not bad, but you’re much better with your pistol,” he’d said. “Bring both to practice from now on.” 

Nina couldn’t help but notice Mac’s absence from the morning practice session. Lou was there, as were Margot and Liz, but Nina didn’t see Mac all morning. She supposed she couldn’t blame him. If it weren’t for Thomas waking her up each morning and insisting she join him at the park, she’d stay in bed, too. 

It was only March, and already Arizona was heating up. Summer would be unbearable. Nina looked forward to a shower, though it would be cold and spluttering. She reached up to wipe at her damp brow. If she could smell anything, she was sure she’d stink. 

As she set her rifle on the coffee table, ensuring safety was on, a knock sounded on the door. She hadn’t heard anybody behind her, but she had been deep in thought. Perhaps it was someone wanting her to set up a generator. 

Mac stood in the hallway, hands shoved deep into his pockets. 

“Hi.” He glanced toward her, then looked away like he was shy. “I’m, uh, I’m ready to help you out with the radio. Electronics. Whatever you need.” 

“Oh. Excellent!” Nina gave him an encouraging smile. She felt an odd, protective desire to put Mac at ease. “Come in. I’ll be right back. I just need a quick shower.” 

She hadn’t asked anyone besides Thomas whether they had lost their sense of smell. Nobody had commented on it at dinner, so perhaps it was only the siblings. At any rate, she probably smelled awful from her workout. “Make yourself at home,” she called over her shoulder.

The cold water stung, but Nina washed properly, taking extra time with the soap. She threw on some loose clothes and found Mac in the living room, studying her robotic spider. She hadn’t touched the little arachnid in weeks. Her heart panged as she remembered Ms. Bishop fiddling with it. 

He put it carefully on the table when he noticed her. “What would you like me to do?” 

Nina sank onto a plush easy chair across from him and clasped her hands together. “What do you know how to do?” She wasn’t sure she was in the mood to be a teacher, but an extra pair of hands would be helpful. 

Mac rubbed his chin. “I’m more of a programmer. I can learn, though.” 

A pimple on his pale skin was bloody when he drew his fingers back. It was rare to see acne these days since SkinMend usually cleared it up. Maybe Mac just didn’t care anymore. 

“All right,” she said, getting to her feet. “C’mon, I’ll show you the radio. I just finished it. Then we’ll go over the things people need help with.” They headed to a pile of stacked textbooks and manuals she’d swiped from the university. “I borrowed these. Twentieth-century electronics, all the old radio, generator, and battery-powered tech before the Network. A few of these are survival manuals from the Cold War era. Super interesting.” 

She wondered if Mac would get bored of her nerding out, but he perused the titles with interest. “I’d like to borrow a few at some point. If that’s okay.” 

“Help yourself.” She had already read and memorized them all. She stopped short of telling Mac about her photographic memory since she didn’t want to appear boastful.

Nina gestured to a black box with wires, buttons, and dials. “What we have here is a Ham radio. It transmits on long-distance DX bands and can range thousands of miles on its lowest frequencies.” She felt a surge of pride. “Every two hours, on the hour, I rotate through the frequencies and send out a message about our group, asking for contact. So far, though, I haven’t heard anything back.” She sighed, shifting over so Mac could examine the Ham radio. “Part of the problem is I don't know how far the signal is traveling. In theory, it can reach thousands of miles, but for all I know, it may not get farther than this room.”

“What could we do to maximize signal distance?” asked Mac. He examined the wiring, the car battery that powered the radio, and the antenna. It ran out of the cracked window and ten feet up the side of the building. 

She worried her lower lip. She had an idea but didn’t know if it would work. “I’ve been thinking of building a higher antenna. Fifty feet, which is about three stories. It’ll definitely make a wider signal. I’d build it on top of the Bezos Tower. But I’d need help.” Her thoughts drifted to the mighty skyscraper a block away. In the mid-afternoon, the sun hid behind it, casting Thomas’s apartment in shadow for a half hour. 

“So, let’s do it.” 

Nina cocked an eyebrow, meeting Mac’s eyes. 

He grinned. 

◆◆◆
 
 Nina held a piece of paper in her hand with a scrawled list of parts. Excitement beat in her chest. This almost felt like an adventure. 

“Thanks for driving,” she said, opening a survivalist’s handbook on her lap after clambering into Thomas’s van. She perched her feet on the dashboard, finding a page of assembly diagrams. “Let’s stop at House Hardware first. It’s left at First Street, then right at McDowell.” She knew the way; she had been there several times already for parts. 

“Sure.” Mac turned the key in the ignition. There was little point in removing it. The van roared to life, and Mac winced as he avoided the bloated, rotting bodies on the road. “Are there any other—” He cursed, van brakes screeching as they lurched to a halt. Nina’s feet banged painfully against the windshield. 

“What is it?” She followed Mac’s gaze to the gridlock on First Street. An antique truck had collided with a network car, blocking the road. She swallowed, looking down at the manual and trying to blink away the image of decay and buzzing flies as it burned on her memory. “Uh, yes. You need to go around the red car, onto the sidewalk, and then around the bus.” 

Mac nodded, his knuckles whitening on the steering wheel as the truck lumbered onto the sidewalk. 

“Thomas and I… we lost our sense of smell. Did you?” 

“Yes. Thank God,” said Mac, and she knew he was also thinking of the stench of bodies. “Well, not him. Thank someone. Science?” He babbled, maybe trying to distract himself from the horror they drove through. “You know what I mean.” 

Nina nodded. She did. 

The hardware store was always eerily cold and quiet. A bird chirped from somewhere in the rafters as Mac and Nina went up and down the aisles. They snatched supplies from the shelves and tossed them into a cart. Nina had memorized where all the bodies were. Aisle ten was particularly bad, but they didn’t need batteries today. 

Perhaps to help get their minds off the fly-ridden bodies, Mac cleared his throat and asked, “What were your plans for the fall?” 

“Caltech for engineering. You?” 

“UCLA,” said Mac, his pale face even whiter than usual. “We would have been in the same city.” 

His words brought a bitter smile to her lips. “We could’ve hung out. Well, we still can. We are, obviously.” Why am I rambling so much? “Look, this is what the cool kids do during the apocalypse.” She swerved around a rotting body and spread her free arm toward a display of caulking guns. 

Mac chuckled. “Nice caulk.” He said it like “cock.” 

Nina snorted a laugh. 

“Is that everything?” Mac asked twenty minutes later, the shopping cart bulging with steel rods, bags of nuts and bolts, and wire. 

“Yup.” 

Their next stop was the Bezos Tower. Even though it was only a block from Thomas’s apartment – I guess it belongs to us both now – it still took a while to go around the bodies and cars. The people may have been dead, but neither of them wanted to drive over the bloated corpses littering the roads. After a stomach-churning ride, Nina and Mac gazed up at the imposing skyscraper as it shone in the sunlight. 

“Jesus, that’s tall.” Mac ran his fingers through his fiery curls and rested his hand on his head as he craned his neck, squinting.  

They put on tool belts and strapped a flashlight each to them. They each gathered an armful of steel pole sections.

“This will take several trips,” he remarked, glancing at the pile of parts in the van.

“We better get going, then,” said Nina, glad Major’s training had strengthened her muscles. This was going to be rough. 

The door wasn’t locked, so Nina pushed it open, and they stepped into the cool interior of the building, dust tickling her nose. There were bodies in here, too, the tattered remains of suits and business attire on the decaying corpses.

They found the stairwell and began their ascent up the tall building. They switched on their flashlights, and the yellow beams lit their way, swaying as they shone over dust-covered stairs. 

“Ugh!” Mac exclaimed as they turned a corner on the sixteenth floor. A janitor, or what was left of him, lay on the stairs, still clutching a mop with dead fingers. The light shone on an open mouth, sightless eyes writhing with maggots. Nina wanted to throw up, but she stepped over him, making a mental note of where he was. 

They didn’t encounter any more bodies on their trip. Each floor was more strenuous. They panted, wiping damp brows, the poles rattling in their arms as their boots worked on each step. By the fortieth floor, Nina felt almost ready to drop. The darkness was unnerving, her clothes felt heavy, and the equipment in her arms was like lead. Her arms felt like they would fall from their sockets. 

She leaned against the wall on floor forty-two, catching her breath. Dust mites danced in the beams of the lamp clipped to her belt. “How many… trips… do you… think… it’ll take?” she gasped. 

Mac just grunted. He breathed hard, too. 

They finally reached the roof, a new door leading to it appearing from the darkness. Nina grabbed the door handle and twisted it. She cursed. 

“Locked.” 

“Great.” Mac sighed. Just great.” 

Nina’s armpits felt disgusting, her back damp. An ache throbbed in her spine. She swore, her loud voice echoing around the stairwell. “What now?” 

She took a seat on the top step, Mac joining her. Frustration rippled through her at their wasted time. It hadn’t occurred to her that the rooftop door would be locked.  

“Maybe we should check the janitor’s body for keys,” she suggested. There was silence. Neither of them wanted to go groping around the dead janitor’s body in the half-darkness. 

Mac steepled the tips of his fingers together. “We blow it open.” 

The thought of exploding something sent an anxious thrill through Nina. “Seriously?” 

She heard him exhale through his nose in amusement. “My dad has some explosives he got from Major. I thought he was nuts, but now I see a practical purpose.” 

“We could kill ourselves, Mac.”  

“Hmm. Maybe.” In the darkness, she saw him grin at her. It was strangely infectious. 

“All right. Let’s move our supplies down a floor and get the stuff to blow it open.” 

◆◆◆
 
Nina and Mac found Major cleaning his guns at the park. Pieces of disassembled firearm parts lay scattered on a picnic table. It seemed insane now that just a few weeks ago, this was a spot for families to sit and have lunch. Now it was a site for weapons training. 

“You want to do what now?” he rumbled, gray eyes glancing between the pair, an incredulous look on his tanned face. 

“Blow open the roof door of the Bezos Tower,” said Nina, putting all her confidence into her voice, keeping her back straight even as she wanted to wither under Major’s condescending look. 

“Does your brother know about this, young lady?” He smirked. 

Heat rose up her neck and blossomed on her cheeks. She locked eyes with Major. “I don’t have to ask Thomas’s permission to do things. This is my project.” She didn’t turn her gaze away from his. 

His lips cracked into a smile. He chuckled as he glanced down at the gun part he’d been wiping. He gave it a few brushes with the rag and held it up, his brow creasing as he examined it in the sun, an amused smirk still on his lips. He was infuriatingly slow. Nina waited, fuming, but resisted the urge to clench her fists. 

Major finally looked back at her. “Well, I’m glad you came to me before blasting your fingers off or worse. I happen to have a hydraulic door breacher, a much safer option. I’ll meet you two in, say, thirty minutes?” He turned from them, going back to his guns.  

I guess the conversation is over. 

She glanced at Mac. He gave her a thumbs-up, which made her smile. 

“Thanks, Major.” 

“Affirmative, Miss Perry.” He clicked rifle parts together. 

They returned to the Bezos Tower, and Mac suggested taking up more loads while waiting. Nina rolled her shoulders, not looking forward to another sweaty workout, but nodded.

“You were amazing, Nina, the way you stood up to Major,” he said, and she blushed, pleased. 

They stopped by Nina’s van and unloaded some heavy concrete blocks to stabilize the mast base. This better work, she thought, as she clenched her teeth, a trickle of sweat running into her eyebrow. 

Major appeared after they made another round trip on the stairs and were preparing to carry up some steel rods. He carried a boxy apparatus with hoses leading to a wand-like tool. Also, He grabbed an armful of rods from the van, his stony expression unchanging. 

“I admire the initiative you two are taking,” he rumbled. 

They climbed the stairs, Major’s booted steps heavy as he breathed slowly. He seemed to enjoy putting people on edge. Did he like being intimidating? Mac had complimented her for standing up to him, but it had been easy because she was angry. It hadn’t occurred to her that anger could be useful. 

She didn’t feel uneasy with him anymore, though. A smile played across her face as they carried more equipment up the stairs, dust dancing in the beams of their flashlights. She sensed a shift in his attitude towards her as well. 

She warned him about the dead janitor, and he made a disgusted noise as they stepped over him. “Poor bastard.” 

“Major,” asked Mac, “what type of work did you do in the military?” 

“Acquisitions management.” His breaths were more labored than the teens’ as they came to the thirty-fifth floor. “I managed the acquisition of goods and services needed on the base.” He stopped to breathe. “Supervised contracts and bids. Purchases of supplies.” 

Nina raised her brows. It wasn’t a position she had expected Major to be in. She had imagined him bellowing at recruits. 

The roof door finally came into view, and Major set up the apparatus.

“Stand back.” 

They backed down the stairs as the older man applied the tool but peeked from around the corner, watching.

Major cracked open the door hinges, the metallic clang echoing up and down the stairwell. The door finally gave way with a loud crunch, and it collapsed forwards, smacking against the roof as light and wind streamed through to wash over their faces. Nina blinked in the sudden light. It was dusk, but the dwindling daylight was stark compared to the murky darkness of the stairwell. 

“All right,” said Major. “Have at it.” 

“Thanks, Major.” It wasn’t an explosion, but maybe that was for the best. Major gave them a wave and left, his boot steps thumping down the stairs. 

Nina’s body ached, her shirt sticking to her torso. She needed a shower. “How about we stop for the night and bring up the last of it tomorrow?” 

Mac sounded relieved. “Yeah, works for me.” 

◆◆◆
 



As they ate tasteless broccoli and canned chicken for dinner, Nina told Thomas about the antenna project. She felt better doing something productive, and the thought they might reach other survivors was exciting. 

“The setup will be at the top of the Bezos Tower.” 

Thomas looked distracted as he nodded and said, “Sounds good.” 

She wondered whether he was even listening. “What’s up?” 

Thomas’s green eyes narrowed as he frowned at the ceiling, his fingers entwined behind his head. “People are getting restless,” he said finally. “It’s hard to get forty-eight people to agree on everything all the time. A few are talking about leaving and looking for survivors across the country. And the Major…” he sighed. “He wants a hierarchy, himself as the leader, of course. And Lou isn’t helping. Keeps spouting religious rhetoric and scaring people. Like they need to be more scared than they already are.” 

That was a problem. “What will you do?” 

Thomas glanced at her. “I’m going to propose a leadership vote. A council of a few members, maybe four or five. I don’t like the idea of chaos or dictatorship. I don’t think most other people do, either.” 

“Will I get to vote?” Nina’s eighteenth birthday was still a few weeks away, but would the rules of the old world apply here? 

“You and Mac are almost eighteen, so I’ll request that you both be allowed to vote. I believe the other kids here are no more than ten, so they won’t, of course. I’ve called a meeting tomorrow after defense training.” 

They both glanced up as a sharp knock rapped on their door. Thomas rose. 

“Thomas!” said Maggie’s voice, shrill with panic. “Come quickly! It’s Chaz!” 

Exchanging alarmed glances, Thomas snatched his medical bag from the foyer table and rushed out, Nina at his heels. 

Maggie’s face was drawn, and she explained as they hurried up the stairs. The older woman moved remarkably fast. Like the rest, she had exercised much more since this mess began. “Chaz finished survivor scouting early and said they weren’t feeling well. They looked… upset. We hadn’t seen them since around noon.” Her voice cracked, and she slowed, clapping a hand over her mouth. “We think they took morphine pills.” 

Nina’s blood ran cold. “Crap.” 

The corridor leading to Chaz’s apartment was eerily quiet. Everywhere was quiet now, but the silence made the hairs on Nina’s neck stand on end. The apartment door was open; inside, a man Nina knew was named Phil did CPR on Chaz’s unmoving chest. They lay slumped, eyes closed, motionless. 

Nina hung back as Thomas got to his knees beside them. Her gaze drifted around the dim room. A framed photo of Chaz and a young man dressed in white tuxedos sat on a nearby nightstand. Chaz’s hair was brown and slicked back, and they wore a genuine smile Nina had never seen on their real face. A wedding photo, perhaps? 

Did Chaz lose the person in the picture? 

She felt numb. Chaz couldn’t die. They were strong. She had sparred with them, and they’d joked and laughed. Like everyone, they were training to be stronger. Hope burned alive in all of them… didn’t it? 

Thomas injected something into Chaz’s arm and shined a miniature flashlight into their eye, one finger gently holding their eyelid up. He pressed a stethoscope to their chest, then rubbed their breastbone with his knuckles. “Chaz. Chaz, can you hear me?” 

Maggie stood in a dark corner of the corridor, her hands clasped against her chest as she watched Thomas work. Nina clenched her fist, fingernails digging into the delicate flesh of her palm. She heard her own heartbeat punching her ribcage. Thomas, his face grave, checked Chaz’s temperature. He moved an arm, then straightened. 

“I’m afraid Chaz is gone.” His voice was mechanical, detached, like a doctor delivering the bad news to an unfamiliar patient’s family.

Maggie let out a choked sob. “Oh, God. Was it an overdose? The toxin?” The last word came out a frightened whisper, as though speaking it aloud would trigger an attack. 

Nina’s head spun. Chaz couldn’t be gone. The body at their feet couldn’t be the same person who had trained with her this morning, laughing along at Major’s seriousness and encouraging each other’s slowly improving skills. 

“There’s no way to know for sure, but you said they took pills. From what I've seen, no one else seems ill.” 

Phil, who had been doing chest compressions, looked up with haunted, bloodshot eyes. “Two weeks since the toxin hit, and now we’ve had three suicides. People are losing hope.” 

Nina’s stomach twisted. “Three?” she whispered, appalled. 

“We’ll find a way. We’ll rebuild.” Thomas gained his feet, his back straight. At that moment, awe filled Nina. He looked like a true leader. He rubbed the bridge of his nose, and Nina wondered if he was fighting back tears. “I’ll break the news to their mother.” 

She had arrived a day after Chaz and lived only a few doors down. Nina shadowed her brother, not wanting any part of this but not wanting to leave him alone with this burden. She stayed outside the mother’s door, picking at a hangnail, while Thomas was invited inside by the soft-spoken woman. 

Her wail of grief broke Nina’s heart. She slid down the wall of the dark corridor, a sob crawling up her throat as she hugged her legs, folding like a scared child. The door opened a few minutes later, and she felt her brother’s warmth. When she looked up, his shoulders were slumped. Defeated.  

He held out his hand to help her up. She studied his weary face. He looked so much older. 

“You didn’t tell me about the others,” she said quietly so he could pretend not to hear if he wanted to. 

“You’ve been through a lot, Nina. I didn’t want to make things worse.” 

“The gunshot the other night?” she whispered. 

“…Yeah. That was Cal. Portia took pills.” 

He looked so exhausted. How long had he tried to hide his fatigue from her? Now he didn’t bother. His slow steps dragged, and his back was slouched, like the weight of the world rested on his shoulders. Well, it kind of did. He was their leader and no doubt felt he had failed the three poor souls who had chosen to die rather than fight another day. 

“What about your stress, Thomas?” she whispered. 

Her words straightened his back, and his steps went faster. When they reached the landing, he turned and gave her a small smile. His mask was back. “I’m fine, kiddo,” he lied. “But thank you for asking.” 

◆◆◆
 
 Long after Thomas had retired to his room, Nina sat alone in the gathering darkness, her thoughts a whirlwind. Now that she was alone, she didn’t have to be strong. The tears fell, her sobs coming in strange, painful hiccups. Poor Chaz. It was all too much. Focusing on exercise, training, and projects could keep the darkness at bay, distracting her from overthinking about everything, but now she sat alone with nothing but memories, it buffeted her like a tornado. Losing dad, the toxin attack, endless deaths of uncountable millions. Her shoulders shook. Anger broiled with grief. 

She glanced over at the hunting knife on her bedside table. It had been a long time, but the itch was too much tonight. Fingers trembling, she grasped the handle, and, her jaw clenched, she rolled up her left trouser leg. Her fingertips brushed the small bumps of old scars on her skin as she pressed the cold steel of the blade against her ankle. 

Burning, sharp pain. A sense of relief from the turmoil roiling in her soul. But it wasn’t enough. It never was. The sharp bite of pain drew her focus, and she blinked, shock settling on her. She tossed the knife across the room, and it clattered against the wall. Her ankle burned, hot blood beading at the cut. 

Stupid. Stupid.


She pressed tissues against the shallow wound as she bit her lip, looking at the dark ceiling. This wasn’t a habit she wanted to restart.

She grabbed the tube of SkinMend from her fanpack. The cut closed, and a dark pink line was the only evidence of her moment of weakness. 

She lay down, unable to cry as the skin of her ankle stung. Finally, she fell into a fitful dreamless sleep.





Chapter 8

Monday, March 2, 2076



The memorial service for all three suicide victims was held in the early morning, led by a rabbi’s daughter. A mixture of emotions swam in Nina’s head. She was glad the community respected the loss of its members with a burial and kind words but felt bitter sorrow for the millions who died without such care.

Morning training was a morbid affair, no one really giving it their all. Even Major’s heart didn’t seem to be in it. Finally, Thomas clambered onto a bench and, as he’d promised, proposed a council of five members. 

There was silence at his words. No one objected, not even Major, though he stood with crossed arms and a furrowed brow. 

“Those interested in being a part of the Council, please come up and speak,” said Thomas, and though he tried to smile, it looked more like a grimace. 

Six of them took turns. Thomas, Major, Maggie, Phil, and Margot gave speeches about working together, dividing tasks, and planning for a possible relocation before the summer. 

“We must strive for common goals,” finished Margot, to scattered applause. Nina half-listened. All their speeches were blended into one. Part of her wanted to give in to the darkness, draw back into a numb, uncaring bubble. But these people needed her as much as they needed Thomas. She knew that now. 

She had to act strong, even if she didn’t feel like it. 

Lou, Mac’s father, took the stage after his mother. A scowl was painted on his pale features as he thrust an accusing finger at the crowd. People glanced at each other. 

“Why do you think we were spared?” he shouted. “Have you people considered that? I’ll tell you why.” He leaned forward with all the exaggerated drama of a theater student. “Because we were deemed unworthy of God’s Kingdom! He chose who He wanted, and they are now with Him in heaven. I was not worthy, and neither were all of you!” 

Silence descended on the park as people exchanged glances. Children hid behind their parents’ legs, looking at the speaker with frightened eyes. From behind an old mesquite tree, Diego cried, “Yes! Rapture!” 

Nina jumped. She hadn’t spared much thought for the homeless man. He joined them for training sometimes and didn’t seem to be doing worse for wear. He had found new clothes, though he hadn’t bothered shaving the tatty beard on his chin. 

“Amen, my brother.” Lou smiled. “The Rapture left us behind.” 

Mac leaned to Nina and whispered, “My father has lost his mind. I’m so sorry.” 

“Has he been acting weird?” she murmured back. 

“Getting worse. Day by day.” He sighed through his nose as more nonsense of Lou’s washed over them. “We don’t know what to do.” 

“We must repent!” Lou stepped off the bench and got to his knees. He looked skyward, hands clasped like he was praying. 

A bird cawed in a nearby tree, breaking the awkward silence. 

Thomas approached Lou and put a hand on his shoulder, saying something in his ear. Lou batted Thomas’s hand away and stormed off. Diego trailed after him like a puppy. 

Maggie cleared her throat. “So… yeah. Shall we vote?” 

◆◆◆
 
Fatigue burned in Nina’s legs, though not as much as before. She and Mac carried the last antenna parts up to the roof, breathing in the warm Arizona air. There wasn’t much on the roof itself – a few concrete blocks, presumably to hold open the door – when it was still a door – and a ladder. From up here, they could see the other buildings flat out before them like a concrete jungle. The bodies, now in a severe state of decay, marred the landscape in black and gray masses. 

Nina showed Mac the diagram of the Yagi antenna she hoped to build. Wanting to distract herself from the horror around them, she went into detail. Too much, she knew, but it was an odd comfort to slip into engineering talk. “The base will be a metal square, with the mast rising from the center, with wiring running up it. We can use that ten-foot network sensor in the middle of the roof to tether the antenna for extra support, along with cable tension wires to four points.” 

“Okay, okay.” He laughed. “Just tell me what parts you want me to bolt together.” 

“All right.” She smirked. “I’ll drill the holes, and you bolt it all together. Let’s start with the base and then work on the top array. We can build the mast last.” She laid the rods and hollow metal mast pipes into the configuration she wanted and gathered the base rods. The hardest part would be raising the mast. 

Mac slathered sunscreen on his pale skin and donned a floppy gray fishing hat. His freckled face was already pink from yesterday. He glanced at her, and her face felt warm as she realized she’d been staring. She looked away. 

“Want some?” He offered her the tube. “I’ll blister if I don’t watch it.” 

She shook her head and pulled on some safety goggles. The loud, piercing sound of the drill rang through the air as she began drilling the marked metal rods. Doing it by hand would have been tedious. 

Sweat trickled down the back of her neck. The late winter sky had patches of clouds, but it was still hot. It would be murder here in the summer without air conditioning. She made a mental note to organize the gathering of fans to prepare for the heat. Mac sat away from her, arranging pliers, nuts, bolts, and a screwdriver within reach. 

Nina settled into organizing, drilling, and putting parts together, as she had done with many old projects. She sat cross-legged, her pants riding up. Mac stopped making noise, and she glanced up to see why. He was frowning, his eyes on the fresh pink scar on her ankle. Seeing her look, he quickly turned his gaze to the rod in his hands. 

They worked in silence, without much noise except for the wind, metallic clanking of equipment, and occasional drilling. Nina had always worked on projects alone in her room, but having Mac nearby was nice. Comfortable. She didn’t feel any pressure to force conversation. 

“The base is done,” Nina said an hour later, sitting straight and stretching her back.

She moved on to the top array. “Toss me the pliers, please.” 

Mac complied. 

“So, um. How did your dad take losing the vote?” 

Lou’s religious rhetoric hadn’t gleaned the results he’d hoped for. No one except Diego seemed to have paid his ramblings any notice. 

“Not well.” Mac shook his head. “He stomped off this morning to who knows where.” 

She hesitated. “Has your dad always been so… you know... intense?” 

She could see Mac’s profile, and he frowned. “Honestly, I don’t really know him that well. We didn’t grow up with him.” 

“Oh.” Nina blinked. “I’m sorry, I had no idea.” 

“It’s all right. We saw Grandma Margot every weekend, almost. Lou’s always had a violent temper. I don’t remember because I was little, but Grandma told me he used to hit us. Mom, too. That’s why she got full custody.” 

Nina was appalled. Mac’s mouth tightened. “Of all the people who died….” 

He didn’t say it, but she knew what he was thinking. Of all the thousands of wonderful people who died, why did someone as vile as Lou make it? 

And his mom… Mac hadn’t mentioned her before. Nina had been afraid to ask. She wasn’t here, so his father’s side must carry the toxin's immunity. 

She decided to change the subject. She cleared her throat. “Last night was rough.” She told him about Chaz’s overdose. “It was awful. They tried chest compressions, but it was useless.” 

Mac didn’t respond. She glanced at him. He was trying to force a bolt through two rods, grimacing. 

“Shit,” he muttered finally, throwing them to the ground. His hands shook, his red curls hiding his face as he turned away. His voice was gruff as he said, “I have to piss.” 

He disappeared through the doorway as Nina’s heart clenched. Had she said something wrong? 

She reached for the rods. The holes didn’t line up correctly, but she could fix that. She brought them to her work area and modified them, calming herself in her work. The minutes dragged by as she waited for Mac to come back. 

This was hard on all of them. She wasn’t going to push him to talk, though, like Thomas had tried to do with her. Mac might open up, or he might not. They all had their way of dealing with things. 

Her chest felt tight. 

Half an hour later, Mac returned, the sound of his footsteps making her look up. He carried a bag of water bottles and snack bars. He gave her an apologetic smile, his eyes red-rimmed. He handed her a water bottle and resumed his work with the rods. His chest rose and fell with a deep, calming breath. 

“When the toxin attack happened,” he said, his voice soft. “My mom and I were in the kitchen.” 

Nina’s stomach clenched. She looked down at the rod in her hand. Her fingers paled as she gripped it. 

“She collapsed right in front of me.” 

Her mouth was dry. “I’m so sorry.” 

She glanced up to see him nod. “I did CPR on her. I called 911, but the phone wouldn’t connect. It was just her and me. I felt so… helpless.” 

“You didn’t know it had affected so many people,” she whispered. 

“No.” His voice shook now, his eyes pooling as he met her gaze. “I didn’t. I kept trying to revive Mom for… God, I don’t even know how long. As it was getting dark, Grandma Margot and Liz came in and told me to stop. They said it was hopeless, that everyone but us was gone. They had to pull me off her….” His voice trailed off as he looked beyond the city at the mountains. Perhaps he didn’t see them, lost in dark memories. 

“I’m sorry.” It was such a weak word for how she felt. So useless for his pain. 

Silence descended again, but it wasn’t the comfortable companionship of earlier. They were both lost in their thoughts. Unmotivated to continue their work, Nina studied her hands in her lap. 

“My dad died,” she blurted. Her mouth was so dry. “A couple of weeks before the toxin. A car crash.” 

Mac shifted his gaze to her. The rods lay forgotten. 

She fidgeted with a wrench. “Growing up, it was just me, Dad, and Thomas. As far back as I can remember. When he died, I just shut down. Some days I still feel… paralyzed, almost.” A tear trickled down her cheek, and she brushed it away. “Wow, this is the first I’ve talked about it. I couldn’t before. Not even to Thomas.” 

Mac’s hazel eyes rested on hers. He nodded slightly, encouraging her, then glanced at the western horizon. “Sundown’s coming,” he said. “Want to stop for now? Maybe go feed some ducks at the park?” 

The normality of it made her calmer. “Yeah.” 

There was a pond at the far end of Midtown Park. “Don’t you think it’s strange how the toxin didn’t affect birds?” 

From the first day of the attack, birds had twittered and flown about. Crows feasted on the decaying bodies, and as Mac had suggested, ducks still lived at the pond as if nothing had changed. Some survivors hunted them for food, but there were still plenty left. What DNA did they have that made them immune to the toxin that had killed such a vast percentage of the population?

Thomas, Margot, and Liz were at a picnic table, sharing coffee. Not that any of them could taste it, but they sometimes drank or ate things together and imagined they could. Nina could almost smell the bitter scent looking at the steamy black liquid.

“How’s your project coming, you two?” asked Margot. The roots of her hair were white now, but it somehow enhanced her unique look. 

“We’re making progress,” said Mac. They didn’t stop, and he walked backward beside Nina. “But need a break.” 

His sister and grandmother beamed at him. If they suffered today, they hid it well. Thomas crossed his arms, studying Mac. His eyes narrowed.

Nina waved, and they kept walking. 

“You kids have fun,” Liz called after them like they’d announced they were going bowling. “See you later.” 

The bank of the pond was almost ordinary – the part that didn’t have any bodies, anyway. Reeds grew here, a few ducks paddling hopefully to where they tossed stale bread they’d found at a nearby convenience store. There were fewer than there had been a few weeks ago. Nina tried not to think about how people had eaten some of their friends. 

“Your brother gave me quite the look,” Mac remarked. 

“He’s protective.” Nina threw a large chunk of bread to a duck, who snatched it up in his yellow beak and gobbled it down. “He doesn’t realize there’s nothing to worry about.” 

Out of bread, Mac rested his chin on his bent knees as he watched the ducks squawk and battle for crumbs. 

Nina leaned back, glancing at the trees around them. The non-native plants were dying now that the irrigation systems had stopped. The trees around them withered, holding feebly to brown leaves that fluttered in the breeze. The early March weather was temperate and comfortable, but that wouldn’t last. Where would the Council relocate them all? Wherever they decided, she hoped there’d be time to stop in Birmingham, Alabama, to see if Poppa Malcolm and Aunt Lillian were all right. There was a chance they were immune, but did they have supplies? Power? Did they know there were other survivors? 

“Let’s get the antenna finished tomorrow,” she said, watching as a fearless duck ate bread from her outstretched hand.  





Chapter 9 

March 3, 2076 



“No! More to the left!” Mac roared. His face was beet red in the midday sun, the end of his nose peeling. “Damn it, Nina, keep it steady!” 

The fifty-foot monstrosity teetered on pulleys as they tried to erect it alongside the building’s network pole. 

“Don’t yell at me, you ass!” Nina snapped. Sweat tickled its way down her temples, her arms ached, and Mac’s outburst wasn’t helping. 

He paused and met her gaze. She glared back. The annoyance melted from his face, and he grinned. 

Nina rolled her eyes, a reluctant smile playing on her lips. Except for the occasional eruption – and who wasn’t stressed as hell right now? – he was growing on her. Spending time with him while building this stupid giant antenna had been almost fun. He was easy to talk to. Even when she had been tired and snapped at him, he’d found it more amusing than anything. 

I need to chill out, too. 

“Let’s catch our breath,” she suggested, lowering the end of the antenna. “Thank you for helping, Mac. I do appreciate it.”

He smiled, straightening up from the base of the mast, and stretching, without letting go of the pulley cords. “I enjoy your company, and it helps to feel like I’m doing something. Plus, I’m happy to be away from our apartment and my father. He prays constantly, and you know that weird shrine in the living room I told you about? With crosses and candles and crap? Last night he came in with a fucking duck from the pond, killed it on our kitchen counter, and put the carcass on the shrine as a sacrifice.”

Nina’s mouth fell open. “Wow.”

“When he went to bed, Grandma cleaned it all up. This morning, he thought the lord accepted his sacrifice because it was gone.” Mac shook his head. “Ready to try again?”

“Yes, let's get this thing up.” Nina began pushing the mast upward, working her way toward Mac as he drew the cords taut. The antenna gradually rose – Nina keeping it steady as Mac pulled.

“Okay, here we go,” he huffed, straining. “Steady. Yes!” He made a triumphant noise as the antenna settled upright on its base. Hold it while I tie it.” 

Nina hugged the antenna as Mac wound wire around the supporting network pole. 

“Keep holding it like that.” He added a layer of rope, circling the antenna as he climbed the ladder. The sun caught his fiery red hair, highlighting him in a halo of gold. 

Then he was climbing down, landing beside her with a small jump. He fastened cable tension wires to the roof in four directions. “Okay, you can let go.” 

Nina stepped back from the antenna. Their creation held. 

Excitement jolted through her, and she punched the air. “Yes!” She bounced on the balls of her feet and threw her arms around Mac. He stiffened, then relaxed, melting against her.  

Something loosened in her core, like an unwinding spring. She felt she could breathe again for the first time in ages. She leaned against Mac’s firm chest, the steady thump of his heart calming her. She felt him nudge against her hair, inhaling. 

They held each other, their breathing in sync. Mac’s shoulders trembled as he swallowed a sob. He tried to draw back, but Nina held onto him tighter. 

“Mac,” she murmured. 

“Mm?” 

“It’s okay.” 

Mac relaxed into her, his breaths coming in gasps as he cried, his cheek resting on her head. His tears fell hot and fast onto her hair. Her own tears came, dribbling down her cheeks and dampening Mac’s shirt. 

Nina didn’t know how long they stood there. Finally, their breaths calmed. Mac gently pulled away and brushed tears from his eyes. He managed a small smile. 

Nina hadn’t been comfortable letting someone see her cry since she was a little kid. It was the first time she’d shared such raw emotion with someone. Even Thomas. She trusted Mac. Maybe more than she had Dad. Maybe even her brother. 

“Shall we go get the radio?” asked Mac, his voice thick with emotion. 

◆◆◆
 
 When they lifted the radio together, Mac looked at a shiny metal object still on the table, hidden underneath the radio. “Is that part of it?” 

It was the small metal square she had found within the toxin canister. “Uh, no. But I want to show you something. Let’s set this down for a sec.” 

They lowered the radio to the floor. Nina snatched up the small plate to show Mac the symbol inside. She watched him carefully. 

“A scroll with seven seals,” he murmured, frowning down at it. “The Revelationist symbol? Where did you get this?” 

“It was inside one of the canisters. One of the weird metal spheres from the day the toxin hit.” 

“Oh. Hmm.” Mac perched on the edge of her bed, rubbing his chin. He was still a little sunburnt, his cheeks and chin pink. “So, either the Revelationists did all this, or someone’s trying to frame them.” 

“But it doesn’t seem they planned on leaving anyone alive,” Nina pointed out. 

“Right, so why put a symbol on the canister?” 

His question made her sigh with her own frustration. “Who knows? Thomas has said we should keep this to ourselves. We don’t want to stir up divisions.” 

“Okay.” Mac turned the thing over in his hands. “But it might only be a matter of time before someone else decides to open one up. These things are every few miles.” He gave it a loathing look and dropped it as if it had burned him. 

Nina hesitated, then plucked the discarded part off the bed, turning it over in her fingers. “How do you think whoever did this managed to set up so many? The scouts said at least the western half of the country is affected.” 

The bolt of the apartment's door clicked as she spoke, and Thomas’s voice called from the front room, “Hello?” 

Nina put the square in her pocket, and Mac followed her toward the living room.

“Hey, we got the antenna….” Nina’s voice trailed off as she spotted Liz, Mac’s sister, her blonde hair in a braid and her cheeks pink, standing awkwardly beside Thomas. 

Liz gave an embarrassed smile. “Hey, guys.” 

Thomas grinned. “I wanted to show Liz your radio, Nina. Is the antenna ready?” 

Mac spoke first. “Yep. You’re just in time to help us carry the radio up fifty flights of stairs.” 

Liz’s smile fell. 

◆◆◆
 
 “My God.” Thomas’s breathing was labored. Nina’s eyes had adjusted to the darkness of the stairwell, and she saw her brother’s face was screwed up in effort. “How many times… did you two… climb up here?” 

Nina squeezed past them, glad she didn’t have to carry the radio. She had guided them, warning them of the dead janitor on floor sixteen. Daylight flooded the stairwell around the corner when they reached the top. “Five.” 

Both young men were breathing hard when they’d set down the radio beside the antenna. Thomas wiped at his brow, his chest heaving. Mac looked tired, too, but more like he was trying to hide it. 

Liz had given up after fifteen floors, saying she didn’t want to see the janitor and had to get something for her grandmother. Nina had been glad for the darkness, so no one had seen her roll her eyes. 

Thomas craned his neck to look up at the antenna. “Nice work.” He studied the roof, barren save a few concrete slabs, bags they hadn’t thrown away, and an old backpack brimming with empty water bottles and readymeal packets. The ladder they’d brought sat near the edge. “How are you going to protect the radio from the elements?” 

Mac planted his hands on his hips, glancing around. “Maybe we should store it inside the stairwell of the top floor. Hook it up each morning, put it away each evening.” 

It was as good an idea as any. Nina glanced at her watch. “All right, we have about two hours until sunset. Let’s hook it up.” 

She perched before the radio and flipped the “on” switch. The men watched as she set the dial and pushed the transmit button. “We are a group of survivors in Phoenix, Arizona. If you hear me, please respond. Over.” 

She released the button, her heart thumping. If this worked, their hard work would all be worth it.  

Static. 

“It’s okay,” she said, forcing her voice to sound cheerful. “There are plenty of other frequencies.” 

She repeated the message twice more, allowing a few minutes for a response, for any sound other than scratchy, endless static. She turned the dial to the next frequency, patience ebbing away as desperation mounted. Thomas sat beside her, leaning in to listen, and she felt a little comforted. 

Mac propped the ladder against the network pole supporting the antenna, asking them to excuse the noise. He clambered up it, his pockets bulging with tools. 

“Geez, man, be careful. That ladder looks rickety.” 

Mac didn’t answer. Nina transmitted her message again, aware her voice sounded more desperate than ever. They’d worked so hard on this. All she wanted was one reply. Proof that someone else was alive outside their tiny community. 

“We are a group of survivors in Phoenix, Arizona. Please respond if you hear me. Over.” 

Through Mac’s hammering, a tiny flicker of noise interrupted the static. 

“Mac, stop a minute!” she cried, turning up the volume. She’d heard something, she was sure. She hit the transmit button. “This is Phoenix. Please repeat!” 

Her heart in her mouth, the trio tensed as they listened. Just static. Disappointment soured her excitement. She thought she’d heard something, but she couldn’t be sure… 

“Copy that, Phoenix,” said a voice. 

Nina screamed as Thomas eagerly leaned in.  

“Charleston, South Carolina here. What’s your status? We’re three hundred fifty survivors. Over.” 

Thomas’s hand reached out for the receiver. “Let me say something.” 

For a moment, Nina’s grip tightened. She’d finally found a signal, someone else out there. This was her moment. But Thomas’s warm eyes met hers, and the tension in her chest loosened. He was her brother. 

She scooted over. “Push that red button when you talk and release it when you’re done.” 

Mac climbed down the ladder, his shadow on Nina. She glanced up at him, a smile spreading on her face. They had done it. 

Thomas held down the button. “Copy that, Charleston. Phoenix here. We’re a group of about fifty survivors. Do you have information on the status of other cities or countries? Over.” 

They waited, the seconds stretching into what felt like hours. Nina’s breath hitched. Three hundred people in South Carolina! That was more than two thousand miles away. 

“Copy that, Phoenix,” said the man’s voice. “It seems this neurotoxin wiped out most of North America. A group of thirty or so from Philadelphia plans to move here shortly. We’re in touch with a group of twenty from Barbados. We’re also aware of a group in Atlanta.” 

Nina listened, more encouraged with each word. They weren’t the only ones left. 

“The group in Atlanta isn’t interested in joining us right now. My name is Gus, by the way, what’s yours? Over.” 

Mac took a seat beside Nina. “Sounds like larger groups of survivors in the South. Should we join them?” 

They exchanged excited looks.

“I’ll discuss it with the council. Summer’s coming, and we’ve already talked about relocation. Joining a larger group makes sense,” Thomas said.

He spoke into the radio. “Copy that, Charleston. I’m Thomas, one of the leaders here. Nina, our electronics and radio expert, is with me and her assistant, Mac.” 

“Hello,” they called. A strange urge to giggle overcame Nina. She felt giddy. This was the best news since the whole mess had started. 

“Charleston, we may be interested in joining you. I’ll have to meet with our committee. What are the culture and resources of your settlement? Over.” 

It took Gus a few minutes to answer. “We’re a democratic settlement and politically diverse. Resources are good. We’ve implemented fishing, fowl hunting, and have begun farming. If your group is like-minded and you can contribute, please consider joining us. You would be welcome. Over.” 

“Copy that, Charleston. Let’s speak again tomorrow at fourteen-hundred Central Standard Time, over.” 

“Copy that, Phoenix. I look forward to speaking with you again. Over and out.” 

The setting sun cast a fiery red glow over the horizon. Nina rose. “Let’s store the radio on the fiftieth floor for the night.” She turned off the machine and unhooked it from the antenna. 

They dragged it into the stairwell. Nina’s heart soared. Though her fears that the neurotoxin was widespread were confirmed, she was thrilled that hundreds of survivors were out there, also building their own communities and surviving. 

“I’ll call a council meeting tonight,” said Thomas as they descended the Bezos Tower. 





Chapter 10 

Saturday, March 7, 2076  



Four days later, the Phoenix community’s twelve military vans with trailers began their caravan across the country, with Thomas driving the lead van. It was slow going around all the dead vehicles – monotonous, time-consuming work that made everyone impatient and grumpy. 

“It’ll take us two weeks to get to Charleston at this rate,” Nina remarked, annoyance threading through her as their vehicle jerked to a halt for the fifteenth time. 

Thomas’s green eyes glared at her in the rear-view mirror. “Maybe. Would it be better if I crashed into cars? Ran over some bodies?” 

“No,” she huffed. “But even an old codger would get us through here faster. We have 3400 kilometers to go,” Nina snapped. It was hot, she was stressed, and they rode at a snail’s pace. 

“Want to switch places? You can dodge the dead bodies and cars, and I’ll sit in the back and complain.” 

“Chill out, you two,” said Liz beside him as Nina opened her mouth to retort. “Thomas, you’re doing fine. And, Nina, I know this is tiresome, but it won’t last forever, right?” 

Shame flushed through Nina at Liz’s sudden maturity. “Sorry, Thomas. She’s right. You’re doing great.” 

“I know,” Thomas said, though his mouth twitched a repressed smile. 

“Clown head,” she said, using an old insult from when they were kids. 

“Booger butt.” 

The air cleared, and Nina even managed a smile.

She sat beside Mac, a textbook open in her lap. She had a feeling the Atwell kids couldn’t stomach sitting in the same car as their father as he ranted about sin and repentance. He was a passenger in Margot’s vehicle, rumbling behind theirs as she followed Thomas’s careful route. 

“Grandma is a patient lady,” said Liz. “She tried to convince that homeless guy to ride in their car, but he said he wanted to stay behind.” 

“His name’s Diego,” said Mac, turning a page of his own textbook on his lap, “and he isn’t homeless anymore.” 

“Right, right. You know who I mean, though.” Liz gave a delicate shudder. 

The hours flitted by, an ache forming in Nina’s upper back as she and Mac studied engineering books. The study was mostly a review for Nina – she’d already devoured the books and had a good grasp of the concepts.

Liz talked to Thomas about their group’s dynamics and what he’d been doing to keep the peace. Perhaps she was trying to keep his mind off the horrors on the road. 

It was repetitive and boring. They had left at dawn, and now the sun had passed its zenith. It would be dark in a few hours. At least they were out of the city and making some decent progress. 

“Hey, Thomas.” Nina tapped her brother’s shoulder. “When we stop, I want to get the suitcase from Poppa. It’s in the back. Thursday’s my birthday, so that’s close enough, right? It’ll give me something to do, anyway.” 

Thomas nodded. 

“Uh, suitcase?” Mac gave Nina a questioning look. The acne on his chin had cleared, and she vaguely wondered if he’d been using the SkinMend. Fundamentals of Electrical Engineering sat on his lap. He had nearly reached the end. 

“You’ve heard of Albert Perry, right? Well, he was our great-grandfather….” Nina told Mac and Liz about his disappearance in 2030 and Poppa Malcolm’s ramblings about time travel. Finally, she told them of the suitcase she’d found and the note instructing her not to open it until she turned eighteen. 

“Time travel, huh?” Mac smiled. 

“Weird, right?” She grinned back even as she felt a lonely pang in her heart for her grandfather. Would they find him alive in Alabama? 

Thomas glanced at them all. “All of this stays between us, okay? No matter how far-fetched it might sound, it could be important. It doesn’t leave this car.” 

Liz gave a vigorous nod, her blonde locks waving. 

Their next stop was Las Cruces, New Mexico. They’d already been on the road for seven hours and desperately needed a bathroom break. They parked in a Supercenter, finding an area with as few cars as possible. The other vehicles followed, not bothering to use proper parking spaces. When they’d stopped, Nina hopped out and enjoyed the relief of stretching her stiff legs. 

Though Nina had long abandoned any hope that the attack had only involved Arizona, it was still upsetting to see New Mexico had its share of decaying corpses. The caravan gave them a wide berth and focused on their mission. 

Nina grimaced as she entered the women’s bathroom. One stall was locked, with the slumped remains of a woman inside. She relieved herself in the next stall, thankful that her sense of smell had not yet returned. She squeezed her eyes shut and hummed over the nauseating sound of buzzing flies. 

A woman went next with her small daughter, and Nina warned them of the occupied stall. She rejoined the others in gathering fuel, canned food, and as much bottled water as they could carry.

She placed the old suitcase in the back seat and helped the others pack the vans.

Liz rejoined them from the bathroom as they finished. Her makeup seemed fresh. Nina stared at her, unsure whether to be annoyed or amused. 

Nina settled into the back of the vehicle and set the suitcase on her lap. She showed Mac the note which claimed to be from her great-grandfather Albert Perry.  

He rubbed his chin as his eyebrows furrowed. “Albert Perry, as in the astrophysicist mentioned in these textbooks?”

“Yep. He was Poppa Malcolm’s father and disappeared forty-six years ago.”

“Do you think it’s a prank of some kind?” 

She blinked. “We wondered the same thing. I’m not sure. Poppa’s always been kind of a serious guy. Quiet. Not really a prankster type. But… he’s been ill.” 

Mac nodded as they both examined the suitcase. “It does look old,” he said. “What does WRP stand for?” he asked, brushing his finger over the faded initials.

“Probably William R. Perry, Albert Perry’s father.”

“Do you know the combination?”

Nina shook her head. She studied the two spin dials – six digits total. There were countless possible combinations. Most likely, it would be a date of some sort – someone’s birthday or anniversary. What dates were significant to Albert Perry? 

Aunt Lillian would know all the significant family dates. She was into genealogy and had plotted out an extensive family tree, which she’d whipped out to show everyone at the last reunion. Nina hadn’t been too interested and had only given the huge diagram a passing glance.

She felt another pang of grief. She hoped her aunt and grandfather were alive and well, somehow surviving this hell. She’d find out soon enough.

Tomorrow, they would take a slight detour to Birmingham to look for Lillian and Poppa, then rejoin the others in Atlanta before driving up together to Charleston. 

The car engine roared to life, and they left the parking lot behind. Thomas and Liz’s forearms rested, touching, on the center console. Nina could see the moon-shaped birthmark on her brother’s arm, near his elbow. Nina had a nearly identical one, a small dark brown splotch near her belly button. As kids, they’d compared birthmarks, giggling that it meant they were in some club. 

Liz’s fingers moved to touch Thomas’s, and they entwined. Nina nudged Mac with a smirk, pointing. He grinned back. 

Thomas had had several relationships over the years, the last of which had ended a few months back. Nina had really liked Eric, but Thomas always seemed to get bored after a few months. He’d never been one to commit. 

Maybe Liz would be different. Nina hoped so. It wasn’t like there was a vast number of people to choose from anymore, anyway. If things went badly between them, it might make things awkward. Awkward was not what they needed right now. 

She put it out of her mind. She had a million things to worry about, and Thomas’s blossoming relationship with Liz wasn’t one of them. 

Mac drew her out of her thoughts. “What significant dates do you know? How about your grandfather Malcolm’s birthday?” 

“January 20th, 2003,” Nina muttered and rolled the combination to 01-20-03. She tried the lock, excitement rising in her. 

It didn’t budge. Disappointment soured in her. 

Doubting it would work, she rolled the numbers to her own birthday, 03-12-58.  

With a snap, the locks clicked open. “Aha!” She giggled. “The most obvious one.” 

Mac eagerly leaned over to peer inside, then glanced at her. “Is it okay if I look?” 

“I guess,” she teased as she slowly opened the lid, her heart pounding with excitement. Inside were four dusty, old-fashioned spiral-style notebooks in primary colors she supposed were once bright. Now the colors were faded, marred by time. A square jewelry box was beside them, tied with a tiny pink bow. 

“A present!” said Mac, sounding just as thrilled as she felt. “Open it!” 

With her pulse in her throat, Nina lifted the lid of the little jewelry box. Inside rested a golden chain and shiny gold pendant in the shape of an atom. She held the charm in her palm and studied the array of electrons whizzing around the marble-sized center sphere. It felt heavy for its size.

“What is that?” asked Liz, who’d turned around to watch. “A flower?” 

“It’s an atom,” said Nina in awe. What a beautiful necklace. She didn’t wear jewelry much, but she wanted to wear this, not keep it in that dusty old box. 

“Help me fasten it?” she asked Mac. 

He took the unclasped ends of the gold chain, and Nina lifted her curls, her skin tingling where his warm fingers tickled the back of her neck. When she turned back to him, she saw his cheeks had reddened. Hers burned, too. 

She cleared her throat. “Um, how does it look?” 

Mac swallowed hard, finally looking down where the atom rested against her collarbone. “Uh, nice. Really nice.” He suddenly became very interested in the houses they drove past. 

Liz grinned at them, her eyes flicking between them both. “So, Nina, what else is in there?” 

Nina opened the case entirely and rotated it on her lap so they could all see. Thomas concentrated on driving, but she knew he was likely curious, too, so she said it aloud for his benefit. “There are a few notebooks here, numbered one through four.” She gingerly lifted the blue notebook labeled with the number one in black marker. She glanced up. “I guess it’s time to start reading.” 

◆◆◆
 
 Nina spent two full days studying the notebooks, reading the neat black writing even as it made her carsick. The others slept or talked, putting on CDs they found on their travels to different antique stores as Nina curled up in her seat, reading through the notebooks in order. When the others asked her what was in them, she aggressively shushed them. 

“I’ll tell you when I’m done,” she said, barely sparing them a glance. 

It was early afternoon on Monday when she finally reached the end of notebook four. Nina leaned back, closing her stinging eyes. The whole car went silent save the engine's rumbling, and she looked around, frowning at Mac’s expectant face. 

“We need to hide these,” she said finally. 

All three of them bombarded her with questions. 

“What are they about?” 

“Did Albert Perry really write them?” 

“Are they about time travel?” 

“Listen, guys….” Nina didn’t know what to say. What she should say. 

Albert Perry, her great-grandfather, had indeed written the notebooks. She suspected he’d written them around 2030, maybe right before disappearing. 

Notebook one, the blue one, was simply a timeline of his life, including his childhood, education, marriage, and children, including Poppa Malcolm. Albert Perry got a professorship at Adams University and did side work at NASA. Nina had thought it was a fascinating read, especially the parts about her Poppa, but she hadn’t seen what was so important it should be locked up in a case. 

Books two and three had notes on scientific discoveries, some of which had been in her college textbooks, but some she didn’t think were published anywhere. She’d felt a surge of pride that she was the descendant of someone who had discovered so many important things. 

Book four, however… 

“That stuff was left to Nina,” said Thomas. “It’s up to her whether she wants to talk about it.” 

Nina stayed silent, wondering if Thomas was including himself in that sentiment. She avoided Mac’s disappointed gaze, looking out the window at the passing homes. They drove through some affluent suburb, the grass overgrowing around what was surely once a beautiful neighborhood. 

She sank into her thoughts, clutching notebook four in her fingers. The notes inside the pages were all about time travel. Instructions on how to build a time machine. 

The last page had sent goosebumps rippling across her skin. He had addressed her directly. 

I met you, Nina. You are the one who built the first time machine in the 2090s after studying my research. 

He explained that she had discovered two components he’d been missing – using dysprosium instead of neodymium and modifying the structure of an apparatus they jokingly referred to as the “flux capacitor.” It was a nod to the old Back to the Future movies. The idea that future-her shared a private joke with Albert Perry made her smile. 

The flux capacitor was a circuit of quark-gluon plasma. Albert Perry hadn’t had easy access to dysprosium in his time. The element was a rarity on Earth, and full-scale mining of the moon hadn’t started until way into the 2050s. However, in Nina’s time, the magnetic metal was integral in most electronics, including network cars. 

It was all so unbelievable, and yet… the science was solid. Nina believed every word written in these notebooks. And that meant time travel was not only real, but possible. 

She put all the notebooks into the suitcase, and the note Albert Perry had written her, and scrambled the locks.

“Maybe you shouldn’t tell us,” Mac said. 

“So mysterious, Nina.” Liz giggled. 

Nina still had formulas and equations swimming in her mind. She could still see the pages of carefully inked notes when she closed her eyes. She rubbed her forehead, an ache forming at her temples.

“Let me think about it,” she said finally. “For now, where can we hide these?” 

She found Thomas’s concerned eyes in the rear-view mirror. He looked exhausted. Nina felt a twinge of guilt for not offering to drive. 

“We can leave it at Lillian’s,” he said finally. “At the old Perry farm outside Birmingham. We should arrive tomorrow.” 

“That would be good.” Nina nodded. 

“You’re going to leave them behind?” Mac asked. “What if you want to reread them or look something up?”

Thomas looked at Mac in the rearview. “Nina remembers literally everything she reads. We used to make a game of it when she was little – name a book, and she’d recite it word for word.”

“Whoa,” Mac said softly.

Nina turned to the window, embarrassed by the attention. She felt Mac's eyes on her.

Thomas continued, “We’ll pick up a lockbox tonight in Mississippi.” He met Nina’s gaze in the rearview mirror. “We’ll keep that suitcase safe.”





Chapter 11 

Wednesday, March 11, 2076 



A nostalgic ache settled in Nina’s chest as they drove along the road to the old Perry farm. It was a place they had come to many Christmas breaks for family reunions. They’d been here just over a year ago. How did that seem so long in the past, now? 

The fields were void of the usual cows and sheep. Bloated corpses of dead farm animals lay scattered on the horizon instead. Nina wondered again why birds, fish, reptiles, and insects had survived, but no mammals except a small number of immune humans like them.

Alabama was different from Arizona. The latter was a desert of yellows and browns with mountains and cacti, the air dry. Alabama was bathed in green: grass, shrubs, and trees whipped past as they traveled along the quiet country road. The trees obscured the horizon, making Nina feel closed in by greenery. Even from inside the van, she could feel the air was moister, heavier, somehow. The cool March breeze was so much thicker than the dry air of her desert home. 

This was the place of her roots. During previous trips here, Aunt Lillian had told her about the Perry Farm's history. Over two hundred years ago, in the 1850s, Nina’s seventh-great-grandfather, Valo Perry, had been freed by his enslaver father and granted a ten-acre parcel.

Thomas nervously tapped the steering wheel as he caught Nina’s eye in the rear-view mirror. She knew what he was thinking, the same as her. What would they find at Aunt Lillian’s house? Would their grandfather and aunt be alive and well? Or two more bodies to add to the thousands they’d driven past on their way here? 

They were almost there. Nina’s fingers tightened on her shirt. The farmhouse crested the hill with no lights or signs of life. Nina twisted the fabric in her fingers, barely registering Mac’s warm hand gripping her shoulder. Liz was silent, too, glancing at Thomas as they stopped outside the house. The engine purred to a stop. Silence rang in its wake. 

Nina’s breath hitched as the shadow of a figure appeared at the doorway of the farmhouse, then opened the door wide.

“It’s Aunt Lillian!” It came out a high-pitched squeal. Nina threw the car door open as Lillian ran, her graying hair flying behind her and her arms outstretched. 

Nina got there first, Thomas at her heels. Lillian gathered them both in her arms. 

“Oh my God! Thank you, Jesus! Nina, Thomas, you’re okay!” She sobbed into their shoulders, her body shaking as they held her close. Tears poured down Nina’s cheeks, too. Lillian was okay. Thank God, thank God. 

Aunt Lillian drew back, her eyes red from tears. She beamed at them, cupping both their faces. “You’re both thinner, but all right.” She kissed Nina’s forehead. 

Liz and Mac hung back. Margot and Lou caught up with Lou’s children. The rest of the community had decided to continue to Atlanta, where they would rendezvous later that night. 

“Margot!” Lillian exclaimed, looking over Nina’s shoulder. “Is that you? It’s been years! Lizzie, Mac, wow, you two have grown so much!” 

She watched as Aunt Lillian embraced everyone. Her hair was unkempt, and her own body slimmer. There was more gray in her hair, too. The horrors of the past few weeks had aged them all. 

“Come in, come in!” 

“How’s Poppa doing?” Nina asked as they walked. She inhaled, not that she could smell anything, but the ghost of the scent of the farm lingered in her memory. 

Lillian’s smile slipped. “Daddy didn’t make it, honey.” 

Thomas grimaced as Nina bore the brunt of her words. She had been expecting it, but it was still a blow to her heart. “The toxin?” 

“No, the cancer. About a week after.” 

Nina put her arm around Aunt Lillian, hugging her close. She’d faced all this alone. Maybe not knowing if anyone else was alive. Guilt squirmed in her. We should’ve come sooner. 

“Thank God you’re both all right,” Lillian sighed, hugging Thomas and Nina around their waists and pulling them close as they walked. “I’ve been so worried.” 

The inside of the old Perry house hadn’t changed; it was still as homey as ever. Candles sat in the nooks and crannies of her home. They sat together at the kitchen table and caught up on the past three weeks. Aunt Lillian was impressed when Nina told her about their training regimen and the Ham radio.

“There are other survivors out there,” she said, trying to encourage her aunt. “Plenty of them. We can rebuild.” 

“Some of our cousins survived, too – Lorna and her children, Earl, a few others,” said Lillian. “They went to join a group in Charleston.” 

Nina was relieved her aunt hadn’t been alone all this time.  

“That’s where our group’s headed, too,” said Thomas. “Charleston.” 

“They wanted me to come, but I decided to wait, hoping you two might show up.” Lillian wiped her face, perhaps brushing away fresh tears. “I’m so glad I did.” 

“So are we,” said Thomas.

Lillian beamed at them. “Give me an hour to pack my things, and I’ll come with you.” 

Nina placed a hand on her wrist as she rose. “Can I talk to you for a minute?” 

She followed Lillian to her bedroom. It was cozy, with wooden floorboards at their feet and a floral pattern on the bedsheets. In all this madness, Lillian had managed to keep her bed as fresh and clean as a hotel’s. 

“Aunt Lillian, did Poppa ever talk to you about….” She lowered her voice, in case someone had decided to listen in, “time travel?” 

Lillian’s brown eyes widened, and she took Nina’s hand, leaning closer. “Yes. Why?” 

Nina’s heartbeat quickened. “He left me Albert Perry’s notebooks. There’s a lot of information in them about it. Last night we stopped to get a small safe and locked the suitcase and notebooks inside it. It’s in the back of our van. Is there a place we can hide it?” 

Lillian nodded and motioned for Nina to follow. She grabbed a flashlight from her bedside table drawer and led Nina through the back door as Thomas talked to the others in the kitchen.

Nina and Lillian retrieved the safe from the van, then took it quietly into the old barn behind the house. With no farm animals, there was little more inside except a layer of old hay, a folding table along one wall piled with rusting tools, and several dust-covered crates. Slits of afternoon sunlight shone through the walls, dappling the floor with golden beams. 

“Under here.” Lillian lifted a panel of wooden floor planks that had blended in with the rest. She shined the flashlight down the opening, revealing a descending stone stairway. Cold air washed over them. Nina stared in awe. An old bomb shelter, perhaps? 

Lillian shut the trapdoor behind them as they descended, plunging them into darkness for a moment except for the golden beam of light from the flashlight. Lillian lit gas lamps along the dank stairway and ushered Nina down to a sold metal door. She typed 9368 into an old-fashioned metal number pad. There was a loud click, and she pulled the door open. 

Nina followed her aunt inside, helping her light more gas lamps. When an orange glow filled the room, a metallic apparatus in the center caught Nina’s eye. Though it was ruined, she recognized it from her great-grandfather’s notebook drawings and gasped. 

It was one of Albert Perry’s time machines. 

“Over here, honey,” Lillian whispered, exposing a hidden panel in the wall. Another keypad sat there, and Lillian punched in 2579. A door slid open, revealing a cubby hole that looked big enough for two people to stand side by side. “Put it in here.” 

Two hidden rooms and two sets of passwords? It was good enough for Nina. She set the safe into place, and they locked it inside.

“Was this a Cold War bomb shelter?”

Lillian replaced the panel. That stretch of the wall now looked no different from the rest. “These steel wall panels were fitted during that post World War Two era to convert this room into a bunker. A hundred years before that, it was a stop on the Underground Railroad,” Lillian answered with pride.

Nina would have liked to examine the room and time machine more, but Lillian ushered her up the stairs after putting out the lamps. “When we leave,” she whispered as they crept up the stairs, the flashlight lighting their way, “Let’s you, me, and Thomas ride together. We need to talk.” 

“Okay.” 

Thomas approached them when they stepped out into the meager sunshine and asked Lillian where she’d buried Poppa Malcolm. 

“Under the old oak.” She pointed to a lone tree on top of a nearby hill. Her face pinched, and she looked away. “I’ll go get packing.” 

Nina understood. Lillian had already said goodbye to her father and buried him by herself. She couldn’t think about it right now if she wanted to pack and prepare to leave. 

She and Thomas found the disturbed patch of earth with no grass growing on it yet, marked with a white wooden cross bearing her aunt’s careful script, and beside it rested a vase of fresh flowers. Nina’s tears flowed as she said goodbye to her grandfather. 

◆◆◆
 
They would meet with the rest of the Phoenix community at a supercenter off the I-20 freeway. Lillian rode with Nina and Thomas in their van, and Mac and Liz joined their father and grandmother in the vehicle behind. They didn’t look too happy about it. 

“What did you find out?” asked Lillian. She was in the passenger seat, where Liz had been. The young woman hadn’t been pleased when they asked her to ride with her father, but Thomas had assured her there was a good reason. 

Nina told Lillian and Thomas everything Poppa Malcolm had said about time travel. He’d said he helped a woman named Sophia, Margot’s mother. Then she told them both about what she’d read in the notebooks, starting with the details of Albert Perry’s life and ending with the information about the time machine.

Thomas sat silent, and the skin on his knuckles grew pale from his grip on the steering wheel.

“Here’s what I know,” said Lillian. “Albert Perry, my granddaddy, did collaborate with Margot’s mother, Sophia. Your Poppa Malcolm, too. They traveled to stop President Zachary Mirren from starting World War Three.” 

There was a heavy pause, where Thomas glanced at their aunt. “You’re kidding.” 

“I’m not,” she said. “President Mirren was part of the early Revelationist movement. When Sophia and our family stopped him, the Revelationists denied associating with him. Their cause grew, and eventually, they overtook our government.” 

Thomas muttered something to himself.

“Time travel is real, Thomas,” said Aunt Lillian, turning to give him a pointed look. “I know it sounds insane.” 

Nina pulled out the square piece of metal from her pocket. “I found this inside one of the toxin canisters,” she said, showing it to Lillian. “It’s got the Revelationist logo on it.” 

Lillian looked at it with a sigh. “Yes, I’m not surprised. I don’t know how the top levels of our government succumbed to brainwashing, but they did. I doubt all their followers were behind all this, just a select few. The Lions, maybe. They’re zealots.” 

“Uh, the Lions?” asked Thomas. 

“They’re the elite of the party,” she said. “The spiritual core.” 

Nina looked out of the window at the green earth that now only belonged to a few survivors. She’d been given those notebooks for a reason. She had traveled in time, according to Albert Perry. It was clear what he wanted her to do. 

“I’ve been thinking…” she hesitated. They’d shoot her down for sure, tell her it was too dangerous. 

“Thinking what?” Thomas raised his eyebrows at her in the rear-view mirror. 

“I could build the machine,” she said. “There’s got to be a reason Albert left me that stuff. I could go back and change this whole mess.” 

As she’d expected, Thomas shook his head. “Absolutely not, Nina.” 

Lillian placed a hand on his arm. Her eyes crinkled with something… was it pride? Excitement? 

“You’ll do what’s right, Nina, when the time is right.” 

“Have you both lost your minds?” asked Thomas. “Even if this time travel stuff is real, we don’t know its implications. Nina couldn’t possibly… no.” 

Nina sat back, rubbing her suddenly stinging eyes. “Thomas… it’s not your decision to make. It’s mine.” 





Chapter 12

Wednesday, March 11, 2076 



Their vehicles rolled into the supercenter in Atlanta, Georgia, as dusk fell. The sun had set thirty minutes ago, and the beams of their headlights switched off as they stopped in the parking lot. Nina thought the others would be here already, but the lot stood silent. 



“Are you sure this is the right store?” she asked as they got out to stretch their legs. Thomas hadn’t said a word since Nina had announced she might rebuild Albert’s machine, and she wondered if he was sulking. 



“Positive,” he said. He planted his hands on his hips as he looked around. Nina did too, hoping to spot the military vehicles of the Phoenix caravan over the sea of network cars. Ten vans were traveling together with children. Perhaps they’d stopped for a toilet break? Still, they should have been here by now. 



Lou covered his face with his hands. His ginger hair was unkempt, and his nails were bitten to stubs. “The Lord came for them, too,” he sobbed. He looked up at the sky, his face screwed up, with an expression like the early evening sky was too bright for his eyes. “Why not us, God? Have I not proven my faith? Come for us, too!” 



Thomas looked away from the man, sighing loudly. “It’s fine. They probably stopped for a meal or something. I bet they’ll be here any minute.”



They waited another half hour until it was fully dark. The others never arrived.



“All right. Let’s stock up the cars,” Thomas said as they lit flashlights. “Find a hotel for the night. We’ll finish the trip to Charleston in the morning.” 



They filled up the cars with gasoline and supplies. They were about to climb into their respective vehicles when a gunshot burst through the night. It cracked like thunder, so alarmingly loud and sudden that Nina ducked by instinct, adrenaline screaming through her system as her heart nearly leaped from her chest. 



“Don’t move!” barked a voice. 



Nina edged up to Thomas, squinting in the darkness as a circle of armed men surrounded them, guns glinting in the gathering starlight. Liz gasped, and Mac stood in front of them with his arms stretched out, like he wanted to protect them. 


Their small group of seven was far outnumbered by the men who surrounded them with pointed weapons. All wore combat gear. Nina’s heart jumped to her throat as a cold sweat broke out across her forehead. 



“Put your hands up!” the voice boomed, echoing throughout the parking lot. “Put your hands up! You’re surrounded.” 



Nina, like the others, stuck her hands into the air as her breath quickened. Panic surged through her, igniting her senses. She was hit with the urge to run. Her eyes scanned the men for the owner of the voice. She didn’t recognize any of these people. Dizziness washed over her as she squeezed her lips together, her heart beating in her ears. 



The speaker was a stocky man built like a farmhouse. He pointed a rifle at Thomas, who stood with his back straight, his raised hands quivering.  



“You can have everything,” he said, and Nina could tell he forced his voice to be calm. “Just let us be on our way.” 



His words alarmed her. Everything? All they owned was in their vehicles. Their food, their clothes… 



Would you rather they shoot you all dead? screamed through her mind. 



The enormous man shook his head, his own voice calm. “Don’t be afraid. If you cooperate, we won’t harm you. We don’t need your possessions. We’re here to save you. Trust me.” 



Liz trembled beside her, letting out a small whimper.  



“Now, slowly remove your weapons and place them on the ground. Any sudden movements, and we’ll be forced to defend ourselves.” 



Nina glanced at Thomas. Despite the warm night, her teeth chattered. She felt her knees might give way. Her brother gave her a slight nod. 



Nina removed the pistol from the holster at her side. Slowly, her free hand still in the air, she placed the gun on the asphalt at her feet. The others mimicked her, wilting under the glare of the weapons pointed at them. A rumble of an engine reached their ears, and a large military transport vehicle rolled into view, bathing them in bright yellow lights. 



“Very good,” said the leader. “Pat them down.” 



Nina felt vulnerable without her pistol, as if she’d just been ordered to strip naked. The leader kept his rifle trained on Thomas the whole time, perhaps figuring out he was their leader. Terror ran through her. She hoped they knew how to use the weapons. Major had taught them it was dangerous to keep your finger on the trigger. 



A short, middle-aged man, his combat fatigue jacket stretched over an enormous beer belly, leered at Nina as he approached. She fought the urge to shy away from him, looking to the sky as tears prickled her eyes. 



“Hey, gorgeous.” His breath was warm on her cheek as his hands ran over her body, lingering on her breasts before sliding down her waist and rounding her hips. Each touch was like slime, leaving a tingling trail of shame. “You’ll make a lovely addition to our little community.” 



Satisfied she had no weapons, he stepped away from her, grinning with yellow-tinged teeth. Nina held back a sob as tears ran down her cheeks. She felt dirty, her body tingling like his rough hands still touched her. Thomas growled beside her but wisely said nothing. She felt so… exposed. Vulnerable. She bit her lip as she looked at the stars. Liz whimpered beside her as the man felt her up next. 



I hate this, Nina screamed in her mind. Make it stop. 



It felt like a lifetime before the leader finally ordered, “All right, everyone get into the van. We’re taking you to your new home.” 



“It’s okay,” Nina whispered to Liz as they clambered aboard. Mac took Nina’s hand, and she flinched before giving his fingers a squeeze. “It’ll be all right.” 



“How do you know?” Liz sobbed. 



Nina didn’t know how to answer that. 



◆◆◆
 

The windows of the transport van were covered, like it mattered. It was too dark to see anything anyway; there were no lights, and the world plunged into darkness after the sun went down. The truck rumbled as they went by. No one spoke; several kidnappers sat with them, one in each corner. Their weapons were still in their hands, ready to attack if anyone tried anything. 



“Where are you taking us?” demanded Lou, voice high and panicked. “Who are you? What are you going to do to us?” 



Mac tensed beside Nina. She knew what he was thinking. Shut up, you idiot! 



A man with a bushy mustache leaned forward. “Keep calm, man. Your questions will be answered in time.” 



“Shh, Lou,” said Margot, elbowing her son. Headlights from the car behind shined through a gap in the window covers, and Nina saw the fear dance in her eyes. 



Nina focused on tracking the movements of the cars. They circled a lot, maybe to throw the victims off. Left, left, right, circle, right, left. Maybe if she concentrated, she’d be able to find the superstore again when they escaped. She glanced at Thomas. His expression was stony as he stared straight ahead, not looking at anyone. Liz’s lip trembled. Mac stared at his lap, shoulders slumped. 



The truck finally rolled to a stop. Thomas whispered to Nina, “cooperate with them for now. I’ll figure something out.” 



“Out,” barked a kidnapper, and one by one, they stepped out into the breezy night. Nina didn’t know what to expect—an apartment complex, maybe, like the one they’d left behind in Phoenix. Perhaps even a walled-off campsite or military base. But when they looked around, they saw they’d emerged into an affluent neighborhood. An enormous mansion stood before them, some of the rooms lit with what must be oil lamps or electric ones powered by generators. Hills covered in woods stood silent in the distance, though Nina had a suspicion there were guards there, too. 



“C’mon,” said the middle-aged guy, taking Nina’s elbow. Another grabbed Liz, who stumbled along with a sob. Margot followed, her arm held by Beer-Belly. Nina glanced at Thomas – he, Lou, and Mac were being taken somewhere else. 



Mac’s lip trembled as he gave her a look. She could tell he tried to send her reassurance. Maybe he’d have tried to do the same for his sister, but Liz was looking at the ground, her curtain of blonde hair hiding her tear-stained face. 



Nina grabbed her hand, finding Margot’s cold fingers with her other. She could pretend to be strong. Thomas was their leader, but she was his sister. She could support them until they figured out what the hell to do. 



Cooperate with them for now.



They were herded like sheep into the front door of one of the mansions. They were brought into an enormous living room, a chandelier above their heads and sofas shoved up against the far wall. 



More women and children were there, and Nina blinked in shock as she saw they were members of their Phoenix group. Maggie jumped up, her graying hair lank and her eyes haunted as she said, “Oh, no. They got you, too. I’m sorry, there was no way to warn you.” 



“Sit back down!” a guard barked, and she jumped nearly out of her skin. “And be quiet!” 



Maggie sank back to the floor. Tommy and Emily cuddled up to her, looking terrified as they sniffled. At least the guards had let the little boy stay with his mother. Fury beat in Nina’s chest as she sat beside Maggie. Aunt Lillian sat on her other side. 



Nina glanced at the young guard who’d spoken. He perched on the armrest of a red velvet sofa; his gun lowered as he ran a hand through his dark, wavy hair. He looked to be no more than a year older than her. He caught her looking, and his lips quirked up in a smile. She ripped her gaze away. 



They all jumped when the front door of the house slammed. A man appeared at the entryway to the living room. He was tall and straight-backed, wearing a velvet robe of deep purple. His dark hair, streaked with gray, was slicked back. Like the young guard on the sofa arm, he had olive skin and a Roman nose, and Nina wondered if they were related. 



Everyone watched silently as the man held out his arms as though waiting for a child’s embrace. “Welcome to New Jerusalem.” He smiled. “I am your Messiah.” 



◆◆◆
 

At first, the self-proclaimed Messiah’s melodious voice had captured the prisoners' attention, but Nina was starting to tune him out. He went on about the Apocalypse, the seven seals, the hundred and forty-four thousand chosen, the twelve tribes of Israel, and more that Nina didn’t care to catch. Maggie’s kids started to fuss, whispering that they were hungry and needed to pee. Nina didn’t know how long “Messiah” talked. It felt like hours. 



Some of the prisoners, however, were entranced. Lillian listened with rapt attention, her mouth slightly open. The young guard caught Nina’s eye and, knowing she wasn’t listening, gave a slight shake of his head to warn her. Nina swallowed, heeded the silent warning, and looked to where this Messiah guy raised his arms, his eyes closed as he got caught up in his sermon. 



It finally ended, the air ringing from the sudden absence of his voice. The leader glanced around the room with crinkling dark eyes, landing on Nina for longer than was comfortable. Finally, he looked away. “Welcome to your salvation, chosen ones! I will speak with the other new arrivals and meet with you individually. Do not be afraid. God brought you here for His purpose. I am your guide.” 



Nina suppressed a scoff as he turned with a flourish, the guards at his heels. The front door closed with a slam, and the prisoners—arrivals, if they were to use that weirdo’s wording—sat in silence. Then there was a collective sigh, and the women murmured. 



“Aunt Lillian?” Nina leaned toward the older woman. 



“Yeah, honey?” Although Lillian met her gaze, her eyes were unfocused, like she was lost in a distant memory. 



“What do you make of all this?” 



For a moment, fear spiked in Nina. Lillian looked strange, closing her eyes and shaking her head like something pained her. “He’s a clever madman,” she said, quiet so the guards wouldn’t hear. “Persuasive. Dangerous. And… he looks familiar in some way I can’t place.” 


◆◆◆
 

The guards let the women and children out one at a time to use the bathroom. The toilet still flushed, though there was no way to know where the sewage went. Afterward, they were led alone or in small groups to “interviews” with Messiah. Maggie was one of the first to go, holding Tommy’s hand and carrying Emily, who had fallen asleep. The little girl frowned in her sleep, and a stab of pity touched Nina’s heart. 



Nina was the only one left in the room, except for the young guard. He sat on the sofa, his pistol resting beside him. Nina eyed it. Was he trained in its use, or was it a scare tactic? She knew how to use one, thanks to Major’s training. If she could distract the young guard, somehow wrestle the gun away… 



She swallowed, pushing that thought away. There might be a hundred more guards between her and safety, and she didn’t know where her friends and family were. To try to escape now would be suicide. 



The guard looked bored. Nina picked at the carpet and glanced at the dark window. It had to be late. Her watch told her it was already past ten o'clock.



The panic had long subsided, and she felt exhausted. She would have lain down on the carpet if she was alone here, but she had a strange urge not to show weakness to the armed guard before her. 



“What’s your name?” 



His voice startled her. She glanced up at him. He had a look of vague interest on his face. She went back to her carpet fluff picking. “Nina.” 



“I’m David. The Messiah’s nephew.” 



“Ah.” Nina was at a loss of what else to say. “I, uh, figured you two were related. The hair and, uh….” Silence stretched between them, almost awkward. Then she said, “What happens after the interviews?” 



David scratched his head. “If you agree to abide by the rules, you’ll be given a home in the community with your family.” 



“And if we don’t?” 



David’s eyes darted around as if making sure no one was listening. “You’ll be killed.” 



The cold word slashed through her like a knife. Killed? 



The door opened, and another guard stuck his head into the room. “He’s ready for the last one.” 



“I’ll escort her,” said David. He snatched up his weapon and got to his feet. “Let’s go, Nina.”  



He took her along the manicured sidewalk of the affluent neighborhood. It might have felt like walking down a street in the pre-Apocalypse world if it weren’t for the armed guards and the lack of working streetlights. If that’s what they were calling it. Messiah certainly had. David gripped her elbow as though afraid she would run, his free hand holding a lantern. His gun sat holstered on the hip opposite from her. The golden light bobbed along, lighting their way. 



I could twist from him and make a grab for it… 



“Here we are.” They stopped in front of a manor even bigger and more elaborate than the one they’d vacated. A yard stood before them full of dying plants. A gravel path led up to the enormous house. In the darkness, Nina could make out velvet curtains and a fine brick exterior. There must be at least ten rooms. Twenty. 



David rapped on the door thirteen times, Nina’s tired mind not having much else to do but count. Thirteen knocks for the guards. Got it. 



The bolt sounded, and the door swung open. An elderly man stood on the threshold. He reminded Nina of a stodgy butler from another era – she was surprised he wasn’t wearing a suit. The man bowed his head to David and stepped aside to let them in. 



“Thank you, Fred.” 



The vast foyer was weakly illuminated by light streaming from a room to the right. Shadows played on the walls from the dark chandelier and the grand staircases, one on each side spiraling up to meet in the center on the second floor.



David pulled Nina into the lit sitting room. Messiah sat smugly in an elegant leather chair, wearing a purple robe and fluffy slippers. Nina half expected to see a cigar between his long fingers. 



He motioned for Nina to sit. She perched on the edge of a leather armchair opposite him, looking at her hands. David stepped back and lingered in the doorway. 



Messiah’s voice dripped like warm sugar. “Don’t worry, my dear. I won’t hurt you. What’s your name?” 



“Nina.” Hers came out a croak. 



“Nina…?”  



“Perry.”  


She looked up. Messiah sat at ease in his chair, one leg crossed over the other, fingers entwined on his knee. “Related to those other Perrys that came in earlier? Thomas and, um...” He clicked his fingers, grasping at the memory. “Lillian! That was it.” He chuckled. “So many names to remember. Is Lillian your mother?” 



“My aunt.”  


“I see, I see.” He nodded. “They were both quite lovely people. They should fit in nicely here.” 



The tension in Nina’s shoulders relaxed a little. At least Lillian and Thomas were safe for now. 



Her gaze wandered to the dark spot above Messiah’s left eyebrow. It wasn’t a mole as she’d first thought, but a dark, crescent-shaped birthmark. It resembled the one above her belly button. 



Seeing her look, Messiah smiled. “I’d wager you also bear the mark of the moon. All of us chosen do. It’s a sign from the Lord.” His eyes slid over her, perhaps searching for the dark little crescent. “Perhaps sometime, you’ll show me yours.” 



A prickle of unease washed over her, and she looked toward the floor, searching for a response. She folded her arms over herself and moved back in her chair as though hoping to shrink into it. 


She felt Messiah’s gaze burning into her, like red-hot metal prodding her skin. She looked up to find him staring intensely. Okay, this guy is super creepy. 


She glanced at David in the doorway, but he looked blankly at his nails as if bored.



“How old are you, dear?” continued Messiah. 



“I’ll be eighteen tomorrow.” She winced inwardly. Her birth date was the password to the suitcase. It’s hidden on the Perry Farm. The others wouldn’t have been stupid enough to mention it. 



“Are you a Christian?” Messiah asked. 



“Yes.” She was… kind of. Or at least her family was. 


The man leaned forward. His eyes gleamed. “Do you accept me as your savior?”  he purred like he could taste the power on his tongue. 



Nina felt even more threatened than when the armed guards surrounded their group. She was no fool and knew there was only one safe answer to his question. The wrong answer would mean her death. 



“Yes,” she whispered. 



Messiah gave a savage smile. “Magnificent! Tell me one more thing, beautiful little Nina.” He rose and strode toward her, smooth like a predatory lion. “Are you a virgin?” 



Cold fear clutched Nina’s insides as the man’s fingers cupped her chin, tilting her face to look at him. He stood so close, eyes empty and black like tunnels, with a hungry look on his face. 



“I… um, yes,” she stuttered, too scared to lie. Fear covered her brain in fuzzy molasses, stopping rational thought. She thought she caught sight of David shifting uncomfortably in the doorway. 



Quick as an eagle swooping to snatch its prey, Messiah pressed his lips onto hers. His hand grabbed her breast, sending a shot of disgust through her core. He sucked her bottom lip, teeth scraping her flesh as Nina instinctively backed away. The armchair scraped back as she tore her face from his clutches, her breathing coming in ragged gasps as he grinned at her. 



“Uncle!” David exclaimed. He put his hand on Messiah’s shoulder. 



The older man brushed off his nephew’s touch and straightened his robe. He gave Nina a smile that made her skin crawl. The assault burned on her lips, stinging pain where he’d bitten her. She fought the urge to wipe her lips. 



“You will be one of my brides.” He frowned at David. “Remember your place, young man. It was a test—her reaction proves she is pure. Now, take her to the guarded room.” 



David lowered his gaze. “Yes, my lord. Forgive me. I was… startled.” 



Messiah nodded and dismissed them with a gesture of his large hand. 



David extended a hand to help Nina up, and she took it, desperate to escape the horrible older man before her. She felt her legs had turned to water. When they were out of Messiah’s sight, she wiped furiously at her mouth with the back of her hand. It didn’t help. She felt filthy. 



Fury battled fear in her chest like a thunderstorm. Her heart pounded. The walls shrank, pinning her in as black fear took over her soul. She’d never felt so vulnerable. 



David said nothing, but his jaw was tight as he silently led her down twisting hallways until they reached a door. A young guard stood outside, straightening as David approached. His eyebrows raised. “Another?” 



David nodded, then patted Nina on the back. She jumped at his touch, and he snatched his hand away. “Sorry. You’ll be okay. Just do as you’re told, and you’ll be fine.” 



The guard unlocked the door to wave her inside. She’d barely stepped over the threshold when he slammed the door behind her, the key turning in the lock. She didn’t have much time to take in her surroundings before she was tackled by a sobbing Liz. 



“Nina! Oh God!” Mac’s sister wept, clutching her. “You, too! What do we do?” 



Why would Liz think she knew what to do? Had she thought of Nina as a leader along with Thomas, or was she simply casting out a panicked question? She didn’t know what to say to make the young woman feel better, so she glanced around the room. It was an old-fashioned master bedroom. Its previous occupants seemed to have had a fascination with nineteenth-century decorating. The ceiling above them was high arched, and the four-poster bed had an elaborate duvet and pillows.  



Two other girls sat on a velvet chaise lounge against the wall, watching them in silence. One had a raven-black bob and a small, pale pixie face. The other had brown braids, a face full of freckles, and a tan maxi dress high in the collar and below the knee. She sat with her hands in her lap, looking calmer than Pixie, whose leg jiggled. 



“Four brides,” Pixie remarked. “Like one wouldn’t be enough.” 



Freckles cleared her throat, glancing at the young woman beside her. “There’s no need for sadness. Or for glibness. We are the chosen ones. Blessed! It is an honor to marry the Messiah.” 



Bile rose in Nina’s throat. The girl’s hands clasped before her, a serene smile on her plain face. Four young women, all virgins. Messiah was even more disgusting than she’d thought. 



“Whatever,” said Pixie, rising without speaking to Nina or Liz. She entered what Nina assumed must be the bathroom and slammed the door behind her. 



Liz released the hug, her eyes, so like her brother’s, full of desperation. Though she was older than Nina, she looked so young right now. Fragile, like the slightest whisper would shatter her to pieces. 



Nina brushed an errant blonde strand off Liz’s face. “Everything’s going to be okay.” She sounded more confident than she felt. 



◆◆◆
 
 
Nina jumped awake to the crashing sound of breaking glass. She and Liz had fallen asleep on the bed, but now she rolled off, blinking bleary eyes as she saw Pixie throw aside a chair, a breeze sweeping in from the broken window. It was still nighttime, the sky dark with a smattering of stars. The oil lamp in the corner was still on, casting shadows on the walls. 



“What are you doing?” whispered Freckles. Perhaps she had fallen asleep, too; her braids were worn, her dress slightly rumpled like she’d slept in it. None of the girls had felt like removing any clothing. 



“I’m not waiting around to be raped by some maniac,” said Pixie. “Are you coming?” 



Nobody moved. Nina felt she should say something, but everything happened so fast. Pixie had already climbed out of the window, and in a moment, she was gone. 



The three girls moved to the window to peer out. The lawn greeted them, and far off in the dark, they saw the wall surrounding the property. Pixie ran, her dark hair swishing behind her. 



An ear-shattering pop rang out. The girl stopped, tottered for a moment, then crumpled to the ground. 



Nina froze, cold dread washing over her. Liz howled, burying her face into Nina’s shoulder. Freckles gasped behind them and murmured something. It sounded like a prayer. 



Two guards ran to Pixie’s form in the dark. 



“What the fuck, Henry? We’re not supposed to kill the brides!” 



Kill. The word sent fresh horror writhing through Nina. She was dead. Just a few moments ago, she had been smashing the window, and now… 



“She was running away.” Remorse tinged in Henry’s voice. 



“Fuck!” shouted the other man. He swiveled to the window, and the girls shied back. “You other girls stay in there. Don’t try to run, you hear me?” 



Liz sobbed into Nina’s shoulder. Nina held her, tears prickling her own eyes. That girl was someone’s daughter, and they’d shot her down in cold blood. Rage and loathing mingled with the fear as they backed up to the bed, sinking onto it as the man shouted for wood and nails. 



They sat in silence as the guards covered the window with wooden planks and hammered nails, the loud bangs echoing through the night. 


That poor girl. 



Freckles perched on the lounge, giving a dainty shake of her head, her braids flapping about her head. “She must have been possessed,” she said, as if that explained everything. She lay down and turned her back on them. 



Liz sniffled, drawing back. Her eyes looked bloodshot even in the meager light, her cheeks stained with tears. Nina could no longer hide their fear, her lip trembling as Liz looked back with wide, terrified eyes.  







Chapter 13

March 12, 2076 



By morning, Liz had recovered some of her composure. Nina feigned sleep on the bed as Liz joined Freckles on the lounge. She opened her eyes a fraction to see her friend sitting straight, smiling at the girl. Whether it was her fear for her family’s lives or Nina’s calm exterior that had inspired her, Nina didn’t know, but Liz now masterfully gathered information from the young woman who had said they were blessed. 

“I’m Elizabeth. Liz,” she said brightly.

Freckles looked at her, a blank expression on her face. “Hannah.” 

Liz thrust out her hand and gave Hannah a firm handshake. “Listen, Hannah, I’ve been doing a lot of thinking since last night. I want to do what’s right with the Lord. I want to be saved.” 

Hannah blinked a few times but said nothing. 

“Tell me about the Messiah.” 

When Hannah spoke, she sounded more confident. “He was once a man, a preacher,” she said. “Now he’s our savior.” A smile spread on her face. “The Messiah knew this was coming. He knew of the prophecies and tried to warn as many people as possible. Some listened, some didn’t. When the survivors in Atlanta gathered, he led us here. Some people left. Others joined us, ready to follow God’s laws so we may ascend to heaven when the time is right.” 

“That’s wonderful.” Liz beamed. “He was a preacher?” 

“Yes.” Hannah shifted and rested her hands daintily on her lap. “He led a congregation here. The Church of the Revelation.” 

The Revelationists. Nina fought to keep her body still.  

“He’s a Revelationist?” Liz asked, her voice upbeat.

“Of course.” Puzzlement entered Hannah’s tone. “Those of us who stayed here all are. The rest went to Charleston. Bunch of heathens.” She said that with venom, almost spitting the words. “What about you, Liz?” 

“Oh, totally. I’m so excited for this new chapter in our lives.” Liz was a skilled actor. If Nina hadn’t known better, she’d have been fooled, too. 

The words seemed to have had their desired effect. Hannah had a smile in her voice now. “Our children will be siblings.” Nina opened her eyes to see her clasp Liz’s hand. “We are so blessed.” 

Nina felt ill. 

◆◆◆
 
 There was nothing to do in the guarded bedroom. A guard stood outside the door, and most of the daylight was blocked by the wooden planks nailed to the window frame. With Hannah there, Nina couldn’t speak freely to Liz, and she didn’t want to raise the pious girl’s suspicions by whispering. 

Someone must have come while they were sleeping, because Nina’s fanpack and a few of the other girls’ things had appeared inside the doorway. Nina snatched up her bag. Inside was her phone, her tube of SkinMend, and the photoblock picture of her, Thomas, and Dad. Unsurprisingly, she was missing her hunting knife and her now useless ID-moneycard.

Nina sat on the bed, studying maps on the phone and learning about the layout of the neighborhood she guessed they were in. 

She muttered the latitude and longitude, committing them to memory. Then she memorized the locations of her father’s house in Phoenix, the Perry farm in Alabama, and a lawn on the California Institute of Technology campus where Albert Perry had done his post-doc work. If the world hadn't collapsed, Nina herself would have been at Caltech a few months from now. 

I might still, if I go back in time and change things….

Resolve filled her. If—no, when they all got out of here, she would build a time machine and find a way to save the world. To undo the horrific crime that had wiped out almost everyone and led to them being here in the hands of a madman. 

They had to get out of here, and the sooner, the better. Messiah had said she, Liz, and Hannah would be his brides. Her guts writhed at the memory of his hands on her. She shuddered, crossing her arms over her chest. She switched off her phone and curled up on the bed under the pretense of tiredness.

There was the sound of a toilet flushing, and Liz came out of the restroom. Nina’s eyes were closed, but she felt the weight of Liz plopping down beside her. 

“Nina,” she gave a loud whisper. 

“Hmm?” 

“I almost forgot. Happy birthday.” 

“Thanks.”

Liz didn’t seem to notice the edge in her voice. She hadn’t thought to lie when Messiah had asked her age. Would she be in this room if she’d pretended to be younger? 

Too late now.


“I think Hannah’s asleep,” whispered Liz. “Let’s figure out what to do.” 

Nina sat up and glanced at the chaise lounge. Hannah had her back to them, but her breathing was too light for sleep – she was listening. Nina shook her head at Liz. 

They both jumped when the bedroom door jerked open. Two guards appeared, unfamiliar to them but wearing the same black combat fatigues as the rest. They wheeled in a metal cart, a wheel squeaking. On it were three paper plates with eggs, toast, sausages, and paper cups full of orange juice. No utensils. The men turned to leave without a word, and Nina glanced at the door, wondering if they could run past them. 

Bad idea. We don’t want to end up dead like Pixie. 

Grief filled her for the girl. Was the bastard Henry who’d shot her one of those guards?  

Liz smiled and called after them in a flirty voice, “Thank you so much, fellas! Any idea how long we’ll be staying in this room?” 

One of the men, a hook-nosed guy with black stubble, glanced back. “No, ma’am. Our Lord the Messiah will let us know. Eat well and be sure to bathe—tonight could be the night you wed.” They locked the door behind them. 

Hannah popped up out of fake sleep and hurried to the food, looking as hungry as Nina felt. She plucked a plate and a cup and settled back on the lounge chair, which she seemed to have claimed as her own. 

“I call the first shower,” Hannah said.

Nina didn’t care. She had no desire to clean up for Messiah. Maybe he’d leave her alone if she didn’t. 

She glanced at the food as a rumbling groan erupted from her guts. She hadn’t eaten since having a granola bar on the way to Atlanta last night. Was that really only last night? It felt they’d been cooped up in this room for days. All there was in this room was bottled water. They didn’t even have books to read. 

They reached the food cart. The egg yolks were golden, and the sausages browned just perfectly. It looked tasty, though Nina’s sense of smell hadn’t returned yet. Hannah had already devoured her sausage, the dainty manners gone.

She looked exhausted. Too exhausted. 

As Liz reached for a plate, Nina subtly held a hand in her way. “Liz, before we eat, could you check something on my back in the bathroom? I think I’m getting a rash.” 

Liz’s fair eyebrows quirked in confusion. “Um. Okay.” 

When they were in the bathroom, Nina closed the door, her heart racing. 

“What’s—” 

“I have a weird feeling about the food,” Nina whispered. “Just wait.” 

“Oh.” Liz nodded. “Do you have a rash?” 

“No, but act like you’re looking at my back.” 

“Ah, yes,” Liz said loudly, giving Nina a helpless look. “I think it’s okay. Just a mosquito bite or something.” 

Nina murmured so low she could barely hear herself speak. “How are we going to get out of here? Time’s running out. You heard what the man said.” She glanced at the window above the shower. It might be big enough for them to squeeze through. Maybe. 

“Don’t try anything stupid,” said Liz, seeing her look. 

“Boost me up,” said Nina, reaching the window. It was about six feet up. “I just want to look out.” 

“No, Nina.” 

“Fine,” Nina hissed and put her fingers on the ledge. Liz gasped as she jumped, pulled herself up, and peered through the glass. 

“Get down!” Liz’s voice raised in her panic. It dropped to a whisper. “Please, get down!” 

The lawn was hazy through the frosted glass. A guard sat on a folding garden chair nearby, resting under the shade of an oak tree with a rifle in his lap. His head jerked up, and he looked straight at her. 

Nina dropped herself back down to the shower, her heart beating a frantic rhythm against her ribcage. 

“What did you see?” 

“A guard. I guess it was a long shot.” 

Liz nodded; her lips pressed tight. They left the bathroom together, disappointment souring Nina’s already dark mood. 

Hannah was slumped on the lounge, her plate on the floor, the eggs spilled and runny on the carpet. Nina and Liz glanced at each other. 

Liz approached Hannah and nudged her. “Hannah?”

The girl’s eyes fluttered until they were half-open. She slurred, “Huh? I’m sleepy….” She dozed.

Nina let out a breath. Her gut had been right. “Definitely drugged. A sedative.” She gathered up the spilled food and deposited it in the trash. She snatched some water from the stacked crates and handed one to Liz, who took it without a word. 

“At least we know these are safe. Let’s drink what we can.” 

They sat on the bed, drinking water, and it wasn’t long before the guards came back, glancing at them and the unconscious girl. 

The shorter guard shrugged. “You’ll need to eat sometime.” He unceremoniously scooped Hannah up. Braids dangling, her body flopped over his shoulder and against his back. His companion gave Nina and Liz a scowl and took out the cart, the squeaky wheel crying out all the way down the hall before it faded. 

“Those men are so gross,” growled Liz. “She was willing, and they still drugged her! Imagine how they’ll treat us!” 

Nina didn’t want to imagine. She paced the room, her stomach aching with hunger. When it came to it, would she fight? Or would it be better to give in, survive, and hope she’d be able to escape? Running or struggling might only end in them being killed. Maybe it would be better to be asleep through the horrors that awaited them.  

The thought of Messiah’s hands on her made her skin prickle. Bile bubbled in her throat. What would be worse, being awake and having to endure it, or being asleep and never knowing exactly what had happened to her? 

She wasn’t like one of those plucky heroes in dystopian novels she’d read. She wasn’t a chosen one. She didn’t have special powers or abilities. She was a regular eighteen-year-old girl, paralyzed with fear, a yawning chasm of dread threatening to swallow her whole. 

Liz slouched hopelessly on the chaise lounge. No doubt, similar thoughts were swirling through her mind. Nina watched, helpless, as Liz burst into fresh tears. 

◆◆◆
 
Nina was sure she wouldn’t be able to sleep. She was so scared and hungry. But, she must have dozed off for some time because it was suddenly night and the bolt in the bedroom door slid with a metallic creak. 

Fear spilled down Nina’s back like ice water as she sat upright. Liz rose beside her, and her breath quickened. This is it. They’ll drug us or drag us away, kicking and screaming. 

Adrenaline animated her, and she trembled, springing out of bed. Her thoughts earlier had been weak. She might be unable to stop those men from getting what they wanted, but she’d fight every step. Messiah would come out of his sick fantasy with a bloodied nose and scratched-up skin, at the very least. Nina would not lie down and take— 

A lamp came through the doorway, spilling golden light into the room. David, Messiah’s nephew, appeared. Behind him, looking pale and shaken, was Mac. 

Nina blinked in shock. “Mac?” She stepped forward.

He exhaled in relief, his face relaxing.

Liz got to her feet, gasping and running to her brother. 

“You’re both really here!” Mac said as Liz hugged him. “C’mon. Hurry.” 

He held both their arms as they rushed to the mercifully open door. They followed David as he led them through hallways. Nina’s heart pulsed in her throat. She expected to bump into guards at any time, but the mansion was silent. It felt so good to be out of that room.  

She glanced at her watch. It was just past two in the morning. 

The breeze had never felt so good. Nina didn’t stop to question why David was helping them, though she gasped and shrank back into the shadows as she saw dark figures running across the grass. 

“It’s okay,” Mac whispered in her ear. “They’re with us.” 

They ran across the lawn to a waiting line of military vans at the end of the street. David motioned them on as he ran ahead. Relief spilled through Nina as she spotted Thomas and Lillian waiting for them. 

“Nina, thank God,” Thomas whispered, pulling her into a hug.  

“No time,” she gasped. She already felt like Messiah’s guards were watching them from the mansion, that they’d rain bullets on them any moment. 

David got into the driver’s seat, and they clambered in after him. 

“Did they hurt you?” Lillian whispered, grabbing Nina’s hand. Margot pulled Liz close, stroking her blonde hair. 

“No,” Liz whispered, answering the question. “But Hannah—” 

“Was caught up in that craziness just like the rest of them,” said Nina firmly. There was no doubt in her mind that if Hannah had known about the rescue, she’d have done her best to raise the alarm. The roar of the military van’s engine sounded like a nuclear bomb in the night, but there was no helping it. Their vehicle lead several others away from the affluent neighborhood.

As David drove, Nina huddled with Mac, Lillian, Thomas, and Liz. Margot held her grandchildren close as she murmured motherly reassurances to them. Nina tore her gaze away as Liz mumbled into Margot’s shoulder, “Grandma, where’s our father?” 

Margot shook her head, her blue locks, fading to gray at the roots, swaying. “He wanted to stay. We couldn’t convince him.” 

They grimaced at each other. 

“Where are we going?” Thomas called to David. 

“The Charleston settlement,” said the guard. 

“Why are you helping us?” 

Nina saw the profile of David’s face, the bold Roman nose, and the curve of his dark eyebrows. “Some of us don’t agree with how my uncle is going about things. He’s gotten greedy with power. Claiming young girls as his wives… isn’t right. People should have free will. A choice.” 

“Seems like we got away so easily….” Thomas continued.

Nina couldn’t blame him for being skeptical. They had only seen people from their Arizona community during their escape. 

“I oversee the guard schedule,” said David, looking at Thomas in the rearview mirror. “I arranged tonight’s guard to be men I could trust to look the other way. Most of them stayed, but they agree with me.” 

They traveled in silence, exhausted, as the truck rumbled on. Nina felt she could finally breathe when they left the city of Atlanta behind, the passing dark buildings giving way to forests and hills of green. Liz held one hand, Mac the other. She squeezed their fingers and didn’t let go.  





Chapter 14

March 13, 2076 



Nina jolted awake to gathering daylight, the rumble of the engine slowing as they approached gray walls crowned with barbed wire. Her neck ached as she lifted her head off Mac’s arm. Five hours of rest and three readymeals had done her a world of good, and the little room where they’d almost been forced to marry a creepy man felt almost like an old nightmare.

She glanced at her watch; it was almost eight in the morning. Mac was slumped against the window, snoring softly. When Nina nudged him, he jumped awake and rubbed his eyes, suddenly looking much younger in his sleepy state.

“Hm?”

“We’re here, I think,” she said. “Charleston.”

They glanced outside to see a military base, gazebos, and crates, the slate gray wall with barbed wire growing closer.

They approached the main gate, where a guard dressed in a camouflage jumpsuit stood alert, his hand resting on the gun at his hip. Nina spotted a second man within the shadows of the guard booth to the left – his rifle ready and pointed at their van. Beyond the gate, a woman perched on a motorcycle, speaking into a hand-held radio.

Nina was growing tired of having weapons pointed at her.

“Thomas,” she whispered to her brother. He kept his eye on the guards but turned his ear to her. “I know these people sounded fine on the radio, but after what we just went through….” She let the unspoken words hang between them, knowing Thomas would gather her meaning. A fortress such as this could keep people inside as easily as it could keep enemies out.

“It’s okay,” he whispered, “and if it turns out it’s not, we’re outta here. Everyone, keep your arms,” he added, his voice clear, and there was a murmur of agreement.

Nina’s hand wandered to the butt of the small pistol holstered at her hip. In addition to the vans, David and the other guard, John, had distributed a gun to each escaping adult.

They reached the gate and rolled to a stop. David manually cranked down his window.

“Hi there,” he said brightly. “I’m David Cary, and these are my friends and their families from Arizona.”

Relief flooded Nina as the guard waved them through with a nod, gesturing toward the uniformed woman on an antique motorcycle.

The rest of the vehicles followed them as they trailed the motorcycle, the engine roaring into the morning. The woman led them to a parking lot outside a building labeled “Mess Hall.”

They were surrounded by drab gray buildings and a few parked cars. Down the street, a woman in casual clothes walked with a child. The boy was dressed well, with brushed hair and a healthy round face. The tension in Nina’s shoulders loosened as she returned the woman’s friendly wave.

The group emerged from their vehicles, stretching stiff limbs in the morning daylight. The thirty-two hours in Atlanta had felt like days, and they talked about their ordeal as the group came together.

Thirty-six people from Phoenix had joined them, meaning thirteen had stayed behind, including Lou. Had they all chosen to follow Messiah… or had some of them been killed?

“I think everyone who stayed did so of their own free will,” said Thomas when she voiced her worrying thoughts.

Thirteen people believed that maniac's crap? She doubted it.

David stood several feet away, a slight frown on his face as he took in their surroundings. He looked like Adonis admiring his domain. He stood straight and confident, and her heartbeat quickened as her gaze traced the angles of his face.

He saved us. Warmth flickered in her chest.

David took out his phone, rotating it here and there, snapping photos of buildings and people. He turned and took a picture of her, catching her by surprise.

Mac stepped in front of David. “What are you doing?” he demanded, cheeks flushed and eyes narrowed. 

A smile tugged at the corner of David’s lips. “Relax, kid. I have always wanted to be a photojournalist. When the world recovers, maybe I’ll write a book. Just in case, I’m going to take as many photos as possible.” 

Nina considered his answer – it seemed reasonable, though flippant and condescending. 

Mac’s skeptical gaze was still laser-focused on David, face flushed deep red, but after a moment, he stepped back, shaking his head.  

Nina let out a breath. She understood Mac was tense and wary, but she didn’t want people to fight, especially when they were about to meet the Charlestonians.

David turned his back to Mac and smirked at her, giving an eye roll and whispering, “Idiot.” 

Oh, hell no. Nina broke his gaze, looking away with her jaw clenched.  She didn't want to get into a confrontation. Still, there was no way she’d participate in mocking her best friend, even if he was overreacting. 

She looked toward Mac and found a storm in his eyes. She gave him a reassuring smile and watched his gaze and stance soften. 

Four people approached them from the Mess Hall, led by a middle-aged woman casting her motherly gaze around at them all. She wore an oversized jacket, her black hair in braids framing an ebony face.

She looked really familiar. Ah yes, Nina remembered her from years ago at one of the family reunions but couldn’t recall her name.

“Welcome!” The woman spread her arms wide and smiled.

Aunt Lillian hurried toward the lady, gasping, “Lorna!”

“Lillian!”

The women embraced. Aunt Lillian’s shoulders shook as she withdrew from their cousin, and Nina was relieved. Some of their relatives had made it, after all.

“Welcome to Charleston,” said a bearded, ruddy-complexioned man beside Lorna. “I’m Gus. Where’re y’all coming from?”

Thomas glanced at Nina, then stepped forward, offering Gus his hand. “Hey, there. I’m Thomas Perry. We spoke by radio a couple weeks ago. We’re all from Phoenix, and, well, you wouldn’t believe it, but we just escaped imprisonment in Atlanta. This is my sister, Nina. You spoke to her, too.” He gestured to Nina, who swallowed and gave Gus a nod.

Gus let out a low whistle. “They’ve taken to kidnapping now, huh? I knew they were getting extreme, but wow. I’m sure glad y’all made it out.”

Aunt Lillian’s brown eyes pooled as she held Lorna’s hand. Nina smiled at Lorna, happiness for Aunt Lillian filling her.

“Everyone, come on in,” Lorna called to the crowd. “Have some breakfast. We have a lot to talk about.”

◆◆◆
 
Thomas started working at the infirmary, a plain building where several volunteers worked. Nina and Mac converted the front room of her and Thomas’s new home into a workshop. They’d been assigned the roles of engineers, electronics setup, and repair. There was a shortage of them in this community of a little under four hundred people, and they welcomed the young engineers with gratitude. Mac worried that he wasn’t nearly as knowledgeable as Nina, but she reassured him he would learn on the job.

Everything on the base, from the buildings to the equipment to even the clothes, were various shades of grays that made the base look leached of color. Most people wore identical camouflage jumpsuits as the gate guards, and many carried pistols on their hips. Nina wished she had her old Glock. Now it was one more weapon in that rotten Messiah’s arsenal. She was glad to at least have the small revolver she’d been issued, though she’d need to track down some additional ammo.

He must be so angry that not only had they escaped, but his own nephew had betrayed him.

The survivors were mixed, young and old, black and white. Americans from all kinds of backgrounds. Although there were a few infants in the community, Nina wasn’t aware of any babies born after the toxin attack.

Gus led them on a tour on the first day, proudly showing them rows of family homes, the mess hall, an apartment building, and an armory that Major was especially excited about.

“Here, you’ll find the training fields, storage for helicopters and vehicles, and a recreation center,” said Gus, gesturing. He looked back at Nina. “As you can see, there are plenty of homes. We’re hoping to welcome more survivors in the future.”

He had assigned her and Thomas a three-bedroom space, to Nina's delight. She had immediately claimed the smallest bedroom as a space for her projects. Thomas accepted without resistance, and they looked out of their window at the grounds. From here, there were no dead bodies to be seen, and the devastation surrounding the block walls was almost like an old dream.

Almost.

Thomas probably had an inkling that Nina planned to build the time machine in the third bedroom. It was the perfect place, safe and private, so no one would wander in and find it.

The thought of building an actual time machine was as exciting as it was unfathomable. Where would she go? She thought about Albert Perry, about his words to her in the notebooks that now lay safe and hidden beneath Aunt Lillian’s farm. If she could go back and contact Albert before the Revelationist movement existed, maybe they could change the future and save millions. Perhaps billions. The possibilities were endless, but Nina’s priority was stopping the toxin attack from happening. Like Mac’s grandmother, Sophia had prevented a maniacal president from starting a world war.

It was an awe-inspiring thought.

Around 2001, then, would be an excellent place to start. Albert Perry was a graduate student at Caltech at the time. If anyone would understand and believe her, it would be him.

It all made her head spin. Nina rubbed her forehead, a headache starting to form around her skull.

Everyone ate breakfast in the mess hall, surrounded by clattering cutlery and chatter. Though it meant everyone had to eat around the same time, it did provide a nice sense of community.

Aunt Lillian waved over Nina and Mac, and they plopped across from her at the long cafeteria table. Nina waved hello to Cousin Lorna, waiting in the food line. Though she had only a faint memory of the older woman from her childhood, she could see vague similarities in her father’s side of the family, like the curve of her nose, dimples, and the gap between her front teeth.

“Morning, kiddos.” Aunt Lillian had a knowing smile as she raised her eyebrows at Nina. “How’s your work coming along?” She winked.

“It’s uh, it’s good,” Nina said, thrown off by the gesture. “I’ll be starting my own project soon.”

Mac’s gaze burned her from the side. She hadn’t told him, or anyone, about her plans to build the machine yet. Only Thomas and Aunt Lillian knew the details of what was in the notebooks and that she’d thought about time traveling.

She remembered the cross-country trip and talking in the back seat with Mac. She had told him what Poppa Malcolm said about time travel, and he’d seen the note from her great-grandfather, Albert Perry. Mac knew she hid the notebooks to keep them out of the wrong hands. He was smart – he’d probably figure out what she was up to, if he hadn’t already.

Aunt Lillian smiled. “I talked to Thomas—”

“Hey, guys,” David said, appearing behind Aunt Lillian and sitting beside her, his tray of food rattling. Nina’s cheeks warmed as their eyes met.

“Morning,” she said, silently begging Mac not to question the change in topic. She wasn’t ready to tell him, or anyone else, about the time machine. Plus, she wouldn’t want David to know about any of it.

David had sought them out during mealtimes the past few days, perhaps trying to smooth out the tension. He had tried to engage Mac in conversation several times, but the redheaded boy tended to give one-word answers and grunts.

“What are you two up to today?” David asked brightly.

Nina took a sip of orange juice. It tasted of nothing, but she’d chosen it for the vitamin C, and it washed down her dry toast. “The usual,” she said when Mac didn’t answer. “Fixing electronics, getting generators going. All that stuff.”

David swallowed his eggs, looking between her and Mac. “It’s Sunday. Why don’t you take a break? I and some others are going to hang out at the pool.” He gave her a smile that made her flush.

He’s trying to be friendly. And he did save us. He probably was a guard because he did what he had to survive.

She glanced at Mac, who shrugged. He was leaving it to her.

Nina fiddled with a napkin on her lap and met David’s eyes. “It’s kind of cold for swimming, isn’t it?”

“You don’t have to swim,” said David. “We’re just going to chill, have a few beers.”

Mac was playing on his phone now, ignoring the conversation. Aunt Lillian quirked her eyebrows at Nina.

“C’mon, Nina, you deserve a break,” David grinned, “not everything has to be hard work and doom.”

“I guess it would be a good way to meet people,” she said. “Maybe for a little while. We promised to work on Lorna’s refrigerator today.”

“It can wait,” said Lorna, as she set her food next to Lillian and sat, not catching their reluctance.

“Awesome.” David grinned, showing his perfect teeth, and Nina smiled back.

◆◆◆
 
Nina sat at the edge of the pool. It glimmered in the sunlight, the cool waves lapping against her brown calves. Mac sat beside her, wearing a vintage Iron Man shirt and shorts. This would feel like a vacation if it weren’t for everything that had happened.

David had wasted no time stripping down to his boxer briefs. His physique was tanned and muscular, like he’d spent his off time as a guard for Messiah lifting weights and wanted to show off the results. He dove into the water and emerged, his bronze skin glistening and his black hair sticking to his neck. Nina tried not to look, but her gaze wandered along the steel of his chest to the dark line of hair running down his stomach. Heat flushed her neck and face despite the cool water.

Mac’s jaw tensed as he stared at the horizon, where the barbed wire wall lay. His skin was already pinking from the sunshine. Even in March, the rays affected him.

A retro song played, booming around the pool grounds. The venue attracted people around their ages. A few young women gyrated to the music, stealing glances at David and giggling. The young man swam towards Nina, his strokes effortlessly graceful.

“Come and have a beer with us,” he said, lifting himself out of the water. It dripped from his black hair, the droplets catching the sunlight. His wet shorts left nothing to the imagination, and Nina felt a rush of embarrassment mingled with heat. She met his smug gaze and knew he knew she’d seen.

“C’mon, it’ll be fun.”

Without waiting for an answer, David strolled to the edge of the pool and chatted with his friends. They passed him a beer, and he cracked it open, smiling as he gave Nina a side-eye. She tore her gaze away and looked to the now mostly empty pool. She didn’t know any people here besides David and Mac. She didn’t much want to drink; she had never tried alcohol before, and it didn't seem right with everything that had happened. Besides, she wasn’t of age. Not that it mattered anymore. Some boys over by David didn’t look like they’d seen sixteen.

Besides, her attraction to David was distracting. He was hot, but he knew it. It made him arrogant.

Inexplicable guilt also threaded through her. She glanced at Mac, hoping he’d come up with some excuse. He seemed remarkably interested in his fingers. He would seem indifferent to someone who didn’t know him, but his emotions were betrayed by the tension in his shoulders.

She felt a fuzzy warmth for Mac and realized where the guilt came from. The feeling in her chest was different from the attraction to David. She had feelings for Mac, some of which she had ignored until now. Was Mac’s dislike of David more than mistrust? Was it… jealousy?

The thought made her… warm. It wasn’t scary or uncomfortable. It felt right. She hoped she was right, and Mac felt something for her beyond friendship. She hadn’t imagined the moments between them until now, had she?

“Hey, I think we’re going to head back and get that refrigerator running for Lorna,” she called to David. “Thanks anyway, though. Hope you all have fun.”

“All right,” he said with a jaunty smile. “Maybe next time.” Just like that, his attention was on the bikini-clad girls now joining their group.

Relief flooded Nina as they left the pool, their legs drying in the sun. She gave the group a wave, glad now she wasn’t joining them.

Mac sighed as they walked, his shoulders slumped. The sunlight caught in his fiery hair as the curls, getting long now, flopped over his rather sulky face.

“What is it?” asked Nina.

He swatted impatiently at a mosquito. “Nothing.”

She was about to retort when something green slithered in front of them on the sidewalk. Nina squealed and grabbed Mac’s arm as they both leaped back.

“Snake!” Nina squeaked.

Mac laughed and moved toward it. He plucked the little snake from the ground, and it coiled around his wrist, tongue flicking out to taste the air. “I didn’t know you were afraid of snakes, Nina. These guys are harmless.”

“How do you know?” Nina snapped, backing away as she eyed the snake, terrified it would bite his neck any moment.

Instead, the little serpent glided around Mac’s hand, exploring his fingers. The annoyance had vanished from Mac’s face as he grinned at the creature exploring his palm. His eyes sparkled, and his smile was relaxed and genuine. Nina was starting to adore the smatter of freckles on his nose, his full lips, and the sparse russet whiskers on his chin. He was… cute. Beautiful, almost. A tingling feeling made her chest tighten as she remembered their embrace atop the Bezos Tower. The memory left her a touch breathless.

A smile spread on her face as she carefully approached, her reservation dampened by the urge to be close to Mac. She gingerly ran a fingertip over the snake’s bright green scales. They were cool, the snake’s body surprisingly soft beneath.

“Cub Scouts,” Mac explained, his warm hazel eyes flicking between Nina and the snake. “See? He likes you.”

In silence, Nina slid her palm along Mac’s, guiding the snake onto her hand. Her heart thumped, but not only because of her fear of the little serpent. Mac’s touch sent a pleasant ripple down her fingers as he inhaled sharply.

Clearing her throat, she studied the snake winding around her ring finger. “It’s interesting that reptiles and birds survived all this. No mammals but us, though.” She thought sadly of the dead dog she’d seen in Phoenix. The snake slithered towards her palm, pink tongue scenting the air. With its round eyes and tiny face, it was almost cute.

Her fear flew away in the breeze. After everything that had happened, how could she fear a little animal?

She lowered her hand into a group of shrubs, and they watched the little green snake glide away.





Chapter 15 

April, 2076 



“So, why are we at a mortuary?”

Nina killed the engine, the rumble beneath them dying to nothing. “We need a transport casket,” she said. “The kind of plain metal box used to move corpses on planes and stuff.”

Mac snickered. “Whose corpse are you planning to transport?”

His smile faded when she hesitated. “You’re not really moving a body, are you?”

“Well, not… exactly.” Should I tell him what I’m planning? She was afraid of how he would react if she told him about Albert Perry and the time machine. He might not believe her, and if he did, he might be like Thomas and try to stop her.

But she trusted him. They had built the radio antenna together and made it this far.

It’s time.

“The plan isn’t to transport a dead body.” She paused. “It’s, uh, to move a live one.”

Understanding dawned on his expression. “You’re going to build a time machine,” he said, his voice quiet. “Like Albert Perry wrote about.”

“Yes.” She studied his face. Would he demand she forget it, like Thomas had?

He simply smiled at her, but it didn’t reach his eyes. “Let’s get in there and get a box, then.”

She blinked, emotions warring in her. He was… supportive. But he kept his feelings behind him like a mask. A mask that slipped. She was learning the curves of his features, the way his eyebrows moved, and the nuances of his expressions betraying the secrets in his heart. But if he was going to be brisk, so would she. There was no time to waste.

“All right.” She opened the door with a click.

The mortuary was packed. Nina wasn’t prepared for it.

Apparently, there had been a funeral in progress when the toxin had hit. Bodies clad in black lay slumped and decaying on the polished wooden benches. The real flowers surrounding the open casket lay dried and brown, but the fake ones were still bright, with a light layer of dust on them.

Nina didn’t want to check inside the casket. Yet, morbid curiosity won, and she glanced inside to see the remains of a distinguished older man, looking relatively fresh in a tailored suit.

He’d been lucky. The mourning attendees hadn’t known they would soon be joining their deceased loved one.

I can save them.

Resolve filled her. If she succeeded, she could save these people.

Well, not the guy in the casket.

She snorted, then clapped her hand over her mouth, her eyes filling with tears. Mac’s warm arm wrapped around her shoulder in silent encouragement as they left the funeral behind and went to the mortuary connected at the back.

“I guess the transport boxes you’re looking for would be kept in a storage area of some kind?” said Mac.

Without the perpetual cold to keep the bodies fresh, this place was as miserable as the other locations they’d seen. Nina would never grow used to the sight of corpses. There were no windows here, and they shone the flashlight around to search for a new door leading to storage.

Nina jumped violently, her flashlight shaking.

“What is it?”

“Freaked me out,” Nina mumbled. A pair of feet sticking out of a nearby shelf had triggered palpitations.

Finally, they found a room of empty caskets. Some were ornate, some bulky, some too heavy to lift. Nina gave the smaller coffins, used for babies and children, a sad glance before Mac pointed his flashlight to a collection of plain metal boxes propped against a back wall.

“Perfect,” Nina said, testing the lid of the nearest. It had no unnecessary flourishing, and its size looked about right. “This is exactly what we need.”

Mac wrapped his arms around the nearest and lifted it, exhaling through puffed lips as he shuffled towards the door. He couldn’t see where he was going, his flashlight shining to his left. He was sure to trip over a body.

“Whoa there, Mac. Let me get one end.” Maybe it was her nerves, but Nina giggled as she ran to his aid.

“I’d guess it’s about fifty pounds,” Mac grunted, sighing as he laid the box on the ground longways. “I can carry it, but the shape makes it awkward.”

It didn’t take long to carry the box through the funeral parlor and slide it into the back of the van. It fit nicely. Nina tried to imagine herself inside it but couldn’t quite manage it. One thing at a time, she reminded herself. This was too insane to think about all at once.

Mac grinned, wiping his forehead. “All right. What’s next?”

“Dysprosium.”

Mac’s eyebrows raised. “Where do we get that?”

“I think the automotive plant on Greenway should have some.”

“Ah, okay. The machine needs a magnet, right? A strong one.”

Dysprosium was readily available thanks to moon mining. It was used in every network car and phone, though Nina had no idea how to extract it from those.

“I brought Major’s door breaching tool.”

The older man had been more than happy to share it with Nina. “Climbing up towers again, are we?” he’d asked.

“Not quite.” She’d given him a small smile.

The vehicle assembly plant was an enormous warehouse surrounded by a fence. Major’s breaching tool let them in with little fuss, and Mac and Nina half-jogged across the concrete grounds of the property.

The inside of the plant was a mess of dead machines, metal stairs leading to upper floors, and suspended vehicles, all frozen like someone had hit a giant pause button. There were bodies here, too, decaying people in overalls or business suits.

Mac distracted Nina from the sight by asking her questions about the mechanics of the time machine. She answered in precise detail, sometimes quoting passages from the notebooks or physics textbooks.

At one point, Mac stopped her. “Do you actually remember everything you read? Word for word like Thomas said?”

“Well... yeah. Pretty much.” Nina hoped she sounded humble about her gift. She’d learned to hide it after being mocked and nicknamed "Encyclopedia” in middle school.

Now, she was glad for her memory. She wished she could show Mac the notebooks, though they both agreed it was best they were safely hidden. The thought of someone like Messiah getting access to that information and potentially building a time machine was too horrible to comprehend.

“The science is so complex. I can barely wrap my head around it.” Mac brushed his curls back with his hand. “Even with the photographic memory, how do you understand it?”

Nina’s cheeks warmed. “I’ve been fascinated with quantum physics for years. It’s sort of what I was studying. Don’t feel bad. I do have a head start on you by a few years.” She gave him a smile as she opened a cabinet, its door giving a metallic rattle. “Finally! Here it is!”

She pulled out two bars of dysprosium. They were encased in silicone, heavy in her hands. Mac was already behind her. She felt his body heat at her back, and her pulse quickened as she imagined how it would feel to lean back against him. To feel his arms wrap around her. She turned.

His gaze traveled from the bars in her hands up to her eyes. His irises, green with flecks of gold, reflected the glare of his lamp. His lips parted slightly, like he wanted to say something, or… kiss her?

Nina’s heart thumped, and she was suddenly nervous and excited. She bit her bottom lip and leaned towards him a fraction. She glanced at his full lips and noted his catching breath.

Mac backed up a step, gave a small smile, and his voice cracked as he said, “So, is that all we need?”

The moment shattered, and Nina blinked. She felt silly. Here she stood, dysprosium in her hands, and she was having adolescent fantasies of first kisses. They had an important job to do. There was no time for messing around.

How embarrassing.

“Yep, this should do it,” she said, fighting to keep her voice breezy. Mac on her heels, they left behind the warehouse and its lifeless residents.

Nina held the list of supplies in her hand as they drove back to the base. The silence between her and Mac had been comfortable before, but now it felt charged, like electricity crackled between them. She knew he liked her, too, but they were both too nervous to make the first move. Maybe it wasn’t the best time. She’d be leaving soon.

Nina’s free hand sat on her lap, closest to where Mac sat on her left, his eyes on the road. She yearned to reach out and touch him, to silently tell him she had wanted him to kiss her back there. It felt like kindling in her; all it would take was a single spark to set it alight.

“Does Thomas know yet?” Mac asked. The sound of her brother’s name dampened the burning coals in Nina’s core.

It took her a moment to realize he was talking about the machine they planned to build.

“We have an unspoken agreement not to talk about it,” she said. It must be hard for Thomas to bite his tongue and let her search for materials even as he worried for her safety. She may have turned eighteen, but that didn’t mean he had started to think of her as an adult already. It must have taken a lot to give up control.

Maybe it was time to talk to him. Clear the air.

As the sun dipped below the horizon, they wound through disabled vehicles on the I-27. The headlights guided them, the truck’s familiar jolting becoming almost routine now. “When would you… leave?”

She swallowed. Things had been calm lately. They were safe, almost comfortable, surrounded by friends, and hidden now from the urgency of everything. It was the first time they’d been able to stop and breathe since this whole mess had begun. Now they were finding more survivors. Things were much more hopeful than they’d been in the beginning. They were rebuilding. The time machine may not work right – it could be dangerous, even fatal. And what if she did go back, only to somehow make things worse? Could the past even be changed? Or, perhaps most frighteningly, what if there was no substance to Albert Perry’s notes, and they were simply the ramblings of a mad scientist?

Nina looked out of the window, not that there was much to see in the darkness. Devastation had swept across this country, maybe the whole planet, because of the Revelationists. Millions… no, billions had died. Even if the survivors rebuilt, could humanity hope to survive with such a small gene pool? Then there was the question of whether they could even reproduce. Not a single new baby had been conceived or born since the Apocalypse. Loss of smell and taste might not be the only side effect of the toxin.

There was another thing, too. Nina didn’t have a choice. Albert Perry had entrusted that information to her, no one else. He had met her before, which meant she did go. Would go. It was something like destiny….

“I’ll leave in a couple of weeks,” she said. Confirming it aloud with confidence made it sound more real. “I’ll need to finish the machine and plan what to do in the past. And, of course, I need to test the machine before I try it on myself.”

They were returning to the base, but Mac turned a corner to take them the long way round, so they could continue talking away from others.

“I won’t lie to you, Nina. The whole plan makes me nervous,” he said softly. He glanced at her, his throat bobbing as he swallowed, and looked back to the road. “I care about you. I don’t want you to get hurt.”

Heat blossomed along Nina’s neck and cheeks. “I care about you too, Mac.”

They drove silently, bumping over ramps and heading through a road flanked by trees. “That’s part of why I’m building the machine,” she said. “If I can stop all this.” She gestured vaguely, knowing he knew what she referred to. “Save most of the world, your mom, from what happened. You know?”

“I know.” He reached across the car’s center console and took her hand.

Nina felt like she was floating on a fuzzy warm cloud as she threaded her fingers through his. She couldn’t explain it, but nothing ever felt as safe as Mac, as right. The feel of his hand in hers brought a relieving calm, like when they’d hugged on top of the Bezos Tower.

“You’re courageous, Nina. I’ve never met anyone like you.”

“Me?” She giggled. “I’m a huge scaredy-cat. I’m always nervous and doubting myself.”

“That’s what courage is,” said Mac as they were waved inside the gate by bored-looking guards who now recognized them on sight. “Persisting even when you’re scared shitless.”

◆◆◆
 
“Hey, guys. Let me help.”

Mac groaned as David jogged over, shirtless, his dark hair shining in the moonlight. Nina and Mac opened the rear hatch.

“Oh. Thanks,” said Mac without much enthusiasm. He took one end of the casket while David took the other. Nina hoped he wouldn’t ask too many questions.

“You can put that in the living room, guys, thanks,” Nina called after them. Nerves danced in her belly. Had she remembered to lock the spare bedroom? It contained wires, tubes, and electronic components that hopefully wouldn’t look too unusual to a guy who didn’t work with such things. But, still, she would need to be careful – soon, the project would look strange enough to raise questions.

“Damn, this is heavy,” David puffed as they shuffled to the front door of the house Nina and Thomas shared. “Is this a toolbox or something?”

“Doesn’t seem heavy to me,” said Mac in an even voice, straightening his spine.

Nina suppressed a smirk. Men and their bravado.

Mac seemed threatened by David, even though there was nothing to worry about. In Nina’s mind, there was no contest. Mac was kind and sensitive. She trusted him.

She couldn’t deny that David was attractive. But, there had been no emotional spark between them, so her interest had quickly fizzled out.

She was grateful David had helped them escape Messiah’s compound, of course, but she still didn’t feel she could entirely trust him with their plan. No one knew except herself, Thomas, Aunt Lillian, and Mac. Though David had been friendly, something about him still made her uneasy. She just couldn’t place what.

Maybe it was that he resembled his uncle. They had the same strong jawline and identical eyes.

The memory of the way Messiah had roughly kissed and groped her flashed through her memory. She staggered. Yes, that must be it. It wasn’t David’s fault he looked like that monster, but there it was.

“Thanks for the help, David,” she said, pushing away the foul memory of Messiah’s assault and silently thanking her lucky stars she hadn’t been forced to marry that psycho. “Yep, it’s a toolbox,” she added when Mac didn’t say anything. “How’s the scouting for survivors going? Have you found many more people?”

Nina wasn’t on first-name terms with many community members yet, but she occasionally saw a new face. David often left the base for a day or two, part of the team scouting for survivors in the southeast part of the country.

“It’s going well. Found a group in Charlotte yesterday.” He and Mac lowered the “toolbox” to the carpet. He glanced around, his gaze lingering on the closed bedroom doors. “What’s your setup here? You and Thomas each have a room. What do you do with the third one?”

That was the subject Nina had been hoping to avoid. She glanced at Mac. “Mac sometimes stays over while Thomas is on duty at the infirmary.” The lie felt wrong on her tongue, but hopefully, David wouldn’t press the subject.

“Ah, okay. I see.” David gave a knowing grin, raising his eyebrows at Mac. “Sorry to pry.”

Nina tittered nervously.

“I have to get going,” David said. “See y’all at supper.”

When David left, Mac let out a breath, and Nina gave him a sheepish grin. They hauled the casket into the workshop room, and she straightened, sighing as her back popped.

“I’d actually like that,” she said, throwing caution to the wind once they were back in the living room, the third bedroom safely locked. “If you’re willing.”

The house felt too dark and empty on the nights Thomas was gone. It was like the nightmares came to life when the sun went down. All Nina could think of was the endless sea of bodies and empty buildings, Messiah and his community, and where they were now.

“You’d like what?” Mac asked, wiping his brow.

“For you to stay over.” She instantly realized how suggestive that sounded, and she hurried to continue. “I mean, in another room, or the couch, of course,” she babbled. “When Thomas works nights. If you want to. I mean… I don’t know.”

She felt her cheeks burn and her confidence wither when Mac looked at her, confused. Then his face lit up in understanding, and his mouth split into a smile.

“Heck yeah. That’d be great! We can work on the time machine in the evenings, and I’ll crash here whenever you—”

A frantic knock at the door made both their gazes snap toward it. Nina swallowed. How loudly had Mac said “time machine” just now?

But it was Aunt Lillian, fluttering a fan in one hand at the light sheen of sweat on her ebony skin, a book in the other. She hurried past Nina, breathless like she’d been running. “Hurry, honey, close the door.”

Nina shut it with a snap. “What’s up, Aunt Lillian?”

Lillian’s voice dropped to a whisper. “I figured it out. Sit, I’ll show you.” She gestured to the couch, and they both sank onto it. “Hi, Mac. You, too.”

Mac perched on the edge of the couch, confusion on his face.

Aunt Lillian opened the book, a dog-eared page somewhere near the middle.

“Figured what out?” Nina asked, scooting beside her.

“Why that Messiah guy looked so familiar. It’s been eating at me. I searched newspapers, magazines….”

“Well, he’s a preacher,” said Nina. “He had a congregation somewhere. The Church of the Revelation, or something. Maybe you saw him in a newspaper.”

“Yes, yes, I know all that.” Aunt Lillian’s tone was tinged with impatience. She jabbed at a page in her book, at a glossy photo of a man who looked exactly like Messiah would if he was twenty years older. His hair was almost all gray, with more lines on his face. A wave of disgust washed over Nina as she recognized him.

“A relative, maybe?” Mac offered.

“It’s him!” Aunt Lillian spoke in a whisper. “I’m positive. Look at his eyebrow. There’s the crescent birthmark. Read the caption!”

If only to humor her, Nina read, “Renacer Cary, advisor to President Zachary Mirren, 2025.” Fifty-one years ago. She swallowed. Hadn’t Aunt Lillian said Poppa Malcolm had traveled through time to stop Zachary Mirren? This couldn’t be a coincidence.

“What’s David’s last name?” Aunt Lillian asked, looking straight at her.

Nina gave a small groan. David had given his full name when he’d introduced himself to the guards on their arrival. Her palms felt suddenly damp, her heart clenching. She didn’t want to contemplate what all this meant.

“Cary,” she whispered. “David’s last name is Cary.”

Aunt Lillian nodded, closing the book. They all exchanged grim looks.

“How’s your project coming along, Nina?” asked Aunt Lillian, her voice quiet. Nina’s shoulder blades itched. This was more important than ever.

“It’s coming.” The decision settled on her. This was too scary to think about. She couldn’t waste any more time. “Aunt Lillian, I need you to tell me everything you know. About politics, history, and our family. As soon as I’ve built the machine, I’m going to visit Albert Perry and stop this whole mess.”

◆◆◆
 
Nina spent her mornings at Aunt Lillian’s house, learning as much history as possible.

Mac sometimes joined them, writing notes as they listened to her aunt’s rich, throaty voice talk of the early twenty-first century. It felt like an entirely different world, with only the most primitive uses of the network, which they used to call the “internet,” the social media era, the technologies of the time, and the near-miss with the government. Sometimes Mac took Nina’s hand as they listened, which made the anxiety in her stomach subside somewhat.

Aunt Lillian found as much information as she could on Renacer Cary, who called himself the Messiah. The thought of him still made Nina’s insides squirm. She also told them about former president Zachary Mirren and what he had almost accomplished.

When their daily chores were done, and most of the community had retired for the night, they assembled the machine in the evenings. Those who noticed probably assumed Mac and Nina were lovers, which suited them both fine. Mac certainly didn’t seem to have qualms about the rumors Nina was taken.

“I couldn’t find much on Mr. Cary, even though he was in such a high-profile position as advisor to the president,” said Aunt Lillian one rainy morning while they sat in her living room as she dunked a tea bag in hot water. “Every book I’ve read on him mentions he was independently wealthy, worked as a spiritual advisor, and exceptionally private. That picture I found was a rare one. Usually, he was turned away from the camera.” Aunt Lillian took a sip of tea, the warmth perhaps comforting on this wet morning. “There’s no mention of him after President Mirren died in 2026. It was like he disappeared.”

Nina and Mac exchanged a look. A quiet retirement, or…?

“President Mirren was the man Albert Perry and Sophia kept from starting a war with Russia and China, right?” asked Nina. Mac shifted beside her. Sophia had been his grandmother. It was a strange thought.

“Right.” Aunt Lillian nodded. “It makes me wonder who really pulled the strings. I did come across something that said Renacer Cary saved Zachary Mirren from drowning when he was a teenager.” She rummaged through a pile of papers on the coffee table. Many of them were noted with marks and bright highlights here and there. “Here it is. Yes. He saved him from drowning in the Verdigris River in Oklahoma.” She tapped the paper with her finger, her nail bitten nearly to a stub. “March 31st, 2002.”

“Then I need to go back before that date,” said Nina. “Hopefully, with Albert’s help, I can try to put a halt on the whole Revelationist movement. He was a post-doc at Caltech from mid-2000 to Fall 2002.”

Aunt Lillian gave another nod. “You should take this,” she said, handing Nina the article about the near-drowning. “And the book with the photo of Mirren and Cary. Show them to Albert when you meet him.”

It sounded so strange to be talking about Albert like he was a guy who lived across the street and not a man who had died decades ago. Nina took the book and tucked the article inside the page showing Cary’s photo.

“There’s something else. The geneticists and genealogists have been discussing something.” She took another sheet off the coffee table, a folded piece of worn paper, and unfolded it carefully. It was a family tree chart, neat little names printed among a mishmash of lines. “It looks like many families here descended from a Khoisan woman named Lua. She was enslaved and brought from South Africa to Charlestown in 1670.”

Nina and Mac leaned in to see the little inked name near the top of the family tree.

“She married an Irish servant, and they both bought their freedom. It was a pretty big legal case at the time, as you can probably imagine.”

Unease bubbled in Nina as she looked at Mac, then down at their entwined fingers. She had a sudden, violent urge to snatch her hand away. “That doesn’t mean everyone here are cousins, does it?” she said. “Like Mac isn’t mine?”

Aunt Lillian shook her head and gave a small laugh. “Not close enough for it to be a problem. I’ve researched Margot’s family tree. You two are tenth cousins. Certainly distant.”

Nina exhaled, shakily returning Aunt Lillian’s smile. She squeezed Mac’s hand, her heart fluttering when he squeezed hers back.

“Thomas told me they think the survivors might have had a common gene or mutation on the acetylcholine receptor, blocking the attachment of the toxin,” Nina said. “Maybe we all got it from this Lua lady. Or the Irish dude she married.”

How two people could make so many descendants was mind-boggling to Nina. They all owed their lives to an enslaved person and a servant who lived centuries ago.

“Thanks, Aunt Lillian,” said Nina finally. “We better get back. Ormond Harris needs a generator repair.” They got to their feet, the book tucked beneath Nina’s arm. “See you at dinner?”

As they headed home, David appeared from around a corner. He glanced at their joined hands with a scowl quickly covered by a too-bright smile. “Mornin’, y’all.”

“Morning.”

“Haven’t seen you two at the mess hall.”

“Yeah, we’ve been super busy,” said Nina, her voice polite. “People to see, generators to fix.”

“Damn, it sucks you can’t even take a break to eat.” Nina wasn’t sure whether he was being sarcastic or not. “I’ll bring y’all lunch later.” He passed them with a wave.

“You don’t have to—”

“I insist!” David grinned, showing his perfectly straight, gleaming teeth. His antique motorcycle sat nearby, and he hopped onto it. The engine roared to life, and he gave them a final wave before speeding off.

Mac looked like he’d been forced to swallow a lemon. “Why’s he trying so hard to be our buddy? It’s not like there’s a shortage of people our age he can hang out with.”

“No idea.” Though David had saved them, she didn’t like his overbearing attitude any more than Mac did. “It’s awkward.”

◆◆◆
 
A few days later, the machine was almost finished.

The components and how to put them together had fused in Nina’s mind as if her subconscious knew it was too important to forget. Whenever a puzzle came along, a part Mac couldn’t work out, she just searched her memories and found the answer. It was strange to think other people didn’t have a similar filing system in their brains, with information ready to pluck out when they needed it.

“You sure you’ve never built one of these before?” Mac joked as she connected several wires.

She tittered, straightening and wiping some perspiration from her brow. As they approached summer, the days were becoming almost unbearable and the nights humid. “We still need a few more parts,” she said, the diagram of the machine floating in her mind. “A vacuum tube for the flux capacitor, a portable quantum container, and some quark-gluon plasma.”

“I’ll just head down to the store, then,” said Mac, cracking another joke. The assumption from David and several others that he and Nina were now an item had seemed to put him in an excellent mood.

“We can probably find them in a particle physics laboratory.” She checked her phone. “There’s one in Jacksonville, Florida.”

◆◆◆
 
The following day, she awoke to men’s voices in the living room. Mac and Thomas sat together at the dining table, steaming cups in their hands. Mac had slept on the couch last night, which had become routine this last week. His red hair stuck up in different directions, and Nina’s stomach somersaulted as he gave her a sleepy smile. He looked pretty hot.

“Mac tells me you two are planning to head to Jacksonville today,” said Thomas.

“Uh, yeah.” Nina dug through the cabinet for a beef stroganoff readymeal. Though eating was still a bland, tasteless affair to simply regain energy, she often pretended she could taste her favorite meal on her tongue as the meat melted in her mouth. She wondered if they were seeking the same effect with the coffee. If you closed your eyes and felt the steam tickle your nose, you could almost taste the bitter drink.

She wanted to tell Thomas how close they were to finishing the machine, but she was worried he would ask her to stop. He had been so protective before. She didn’t want to push his buttons.

“It’s quite a drive,” he remarked when she didn’t answer. “A few hours each way? There must be something important up there. Some part or something?”

Mac sat back in his seat, taking a long sip of coffee. He was waiting for Nina to decide where to take the conversation.

Her readymeal warmed up, and she took a seat. “Yes.” She sprung up to get coffee, finding it uncomfortable to meet her brother’s gaze. They couldn’t skirt around the subject forever, but they were so close to finally finishing the machine she was terrified of the chance slipping away.

When she’d run out of things to do, and the silence had stretched between them so much it was almost unbearable, Nina said, “It’s for the time machine.”

She waited, hardly breathing, as the coffee machine filled her cup.

“Okay,” said Thomas simply.

She turned, mug in hand, returning his small smile. “Okay?”

“Yep.” Thomas rose and rinsed his cup beside her. “I wish I could go to Jacksonville with you two, but I’m working all day today. Could you swing by the infirmary and let me know when you’re back?”

She glanced at him. Her big brother had worry lines on his brow, a glimmer of sad powerlessness in his eyes, and a resigned smile that made her heart ache. She thought she understood how he felt. He wanted to protect her like he hadn’t been able to protect Dad or Poppa Malcolm, but knew it was useless to argue. He knew what was at stake if he tried to stop her.

She pulled him into a hug, pressing her cheek against his shoulder. Was he thinner? “Of course, we’ll stop by. I love you, Thomas.”

He squeezed her back. “Love you too, Nina.”





Chapter 16

April 18, 2076



Nina and Mac woke early to tackle the long drive from Charleston to Jacksonville, Florida. Outside their walled community, the sea of rotting corpses and dead cars drove home just how important this all was. Nina knew she couldn’t be complacent. Although their community seemed safe and sheltered, the future was far from certain. The difficult road to Jacksonville served as a grizzly reminder of devastating loss and strengthened her resolve. 

The Hawking Particle Physics Laboratory had been a challenge to bust into, and Major’s door-breacher wasn’t working at all on the entrance to the particle acceleration department.  

“What are we going to do?” Nina asked, wiping her damp forehead.

Mac threw up his hands. “Explosives?”

Nina thought for a moment, then gave a nod.

She crouched behind a metal workbench far from the door while Mac readied the explosives. She hoped this wasn’t a mistake.

He sprinted toward her hiding spot. She reached and pulled him to safety behind the workbench just as the explosion shattered the door.  

They clamped their hands over their ears. The terrific crash made the whole building shake, blowing debris everywhere. Nina gasped as there was a crunching sound. They looked at each other, eyes wide, as the dust settled around them. 

Mac was panting when she finally lowered her hands, her heart racing. 

“That cut a little too close for comfort,” she said as they slowly rose and glanced over the workbench. The floor and walls were covered in a thick layer of dust, and pieces of wall and cement were scattered about. They stood contemplating their work. The explosives were remarkably effective. And destructive. Nina shuddered to think what might have happened to Mac’s back and legs if he’d been a second slower.

“I thought it would take longer. I almost blew my damn ass off.” Mac let out a snort of laughter, a release of tension.  

Nina giggled. “It…worked. The door’s gone.” 

“Along with half the wall,” Mac added.  

Nina fought a giggling fit. It was all so ridiculous.

Mac grinned at her, amused.  

Nina’s heart fluttered as she felt a goofy smile light her face. It felt good to smile, to laugh. She fought an urge to grab Mac and kiss him. Focus on the mission, Nina. 

She broke their gaze and looked toward the doorway. The dust had settled enough. “Let’s see what we can find.” She led the way, hoping they hadn’t damaged the lab itself.

Peering inside, the room appeared mercifully intact, though dark and windowless. 

“There’s no light in here,” she whispered, switching on the lamp she’d clamped to her belt. Mac’s lamp joined hers, shining gold into the darkness. 

The room was enormous, with various desks, filing cabinets, and glass vials. Two bodies were here, making their presence known by the swarm of flies. The human bodies were now little more than masses of black. Avoiding going anywhere near them, Nina spotted a container on a shelf. 

“Yes!” she said, bounding over to grab the portable quantum container. 

The accelerator chamber awaited on the other side, the door wide open. Mac followed Nina inside. It was a long room made of metal, and their boots clomped on the floor. Their lamps cast shadows behind tubular structures and donut-shaped machines taking up the space. The room itself was bigger than Nina and Thomas’s entire house. 

“I bet the quark-gluon plasma is down there,” Nina whispered. Her voice echoed around the room as she pointed to its end. 

“How stable is it?” Mac murmured back. She wasn’t quite sure why they were whispering. “I mean, if we mishandle it or… or drop it, could we cause a black hole that would instantly suck in the whole planet or something?” 

“Maybe,” said Nina lightly, glancing back and meeting Mac’s intense gaze shining in the lamplight. “We should be careful.” She took Mac’s free hand and began to lead them forward.

He stopped, and when she turned to him to ask what was wrong, Mac stepped closer, brushing a tendril of dusty curls from her face. “If we’re about to annihilate the planet,” he said softly, “let me look at you one more time.”

Nina’s breath hitched, nerves giving way to longing as she gazed into Mac's eyes. She slowly reached up to his neck, caressing the soft flesh of his ear with her thumb. His breath caught, and he closed his eyes.

If she kept waiting for him to finally kiss her, it might never happen. So, she did what she’d been longing to do and nudged Mac’s head down while raising up on her toes. His eyes opened in surprise, then closed again as Nina pressed her lips against his. His mouth was soft and warm, and he soon responded with eager abandon, igniting her with a warm glow that spread down to her toes. Nina embraced Mac’s waist, and he cupped her face in his large, warm hands, kissing her again and again, his lips moving on hers and opening her mouth to brush her tongue lightly with his. 

A pleasant ripple of heat washed over her as her heart thumped against his chest, the affection she’d felt for him blooming into desire. 

He slowly pulled away, leaving her breathless. 

“I’ve been wanting to kiss you for so long,” he murmured, and wrapped her in a warm hug. 

Nina felt like she was floating. The tingle remained, a light fluttering in her chest. She felt dreamily detached from the task at hand. It could wait, just for a few more minutes. 

After their breathing had slowed and hearts settled, Mac gently pecked her on the cheek, right next to her lips, and gently pulled away. 

“So,” she said, her voice coming out breathy. “The, um, stuff… plasma and tubing… things. They should be this way.” 

Mac nodded and grinned. “Lead the way.”

Their fingers entwined; Nina led Mac to a room labeled Matter Storage. 

◆◆◆
 
Nina and Mac were cheerful as they stepped into the sunlight with all the items they needed. Mac was animated and chatty on the drive back, his eyes holding a gleam she hadn’t seen before. Sometimes he took Nina’s hand, kissing her knuckles and beaming at her. He told her about his love of soccer, winning the state chess tournament two years ago, and his volunteer work at the local children’s hospital dressed as that old cartoon character Sponge Bob.

As he talked, it reminded Nina how little they had talked about life before the toxin attack. So, she listened with delight, asking questions, and laughing at his stories. 

They arrived at the base when it was nearing dusk. As promised, they stopped by the infirmary to tell Thomas the trip was a success. It was a small, whitewashed building not far from the south wall. 

Relief melted onto Thomas’s face when he saw them. “Come in a minute. I want to show you both something.” He led them to an unoccupied exam room lit in the corners with generator-powered lamps. Thomas wore a white doctor’s coat and latex gloves on his fingers that he peeled off before pushing aside a wheeled gurney. The wall panel on the other end of the room was covered in screens and tubing. Thomas glanced at them, eyes flicking to the doorway, before he sprung a hidden latch at the edge of an otoscope mount. The panel swung open, revealing a secret room cast in darkness. 

“Wow,” Nina breathed, approaching it. 

“What is this?” asked Mac, peering into the dark. 

“It’s a safe room. I just discovered it today,” said Thomas, taking a flashlight from his hip to beam golden light into the dark space. “There’s a tunnel entrance behind the shelving unit over there.” His flashlight highlighted shelves filled with canned goods and jugs of water. “It leads out of the base. Major got hold of the blueprints for this place, and there are three other rooms and tunnels like this.” 

He replaced the wall panel, and the safe room swung shut. When the wall settled into place, it didn’t look like there was a secret room behind it at all. 

“Where does the tunnel lead?” Nina asked. 

Thomas shrugged. “Haven’t had a chance to find out.” 

There was a frantic knock on the door, and a nurse in scrubs hurried inside. “Doctor, we need you in room three.” 

Thomas hurried after, giving them a quick wave. “See you in the morning.” 

◆◆◆
 
Darkness had fallen now, a smattering of stars in the night sky and the occasional kerosene lamp lighting their way. When they arrived at the house Nina and Thomas shared the door was open a crack. 

Mac and Nina exchanged uneasy looks. Mac set the box of materials down and went first, flicking on his flashlight. 

Nina jumped violently when she saw the figure reclined on the couch, feet on the coffee table.  

“David?” Nina said, her heart hammering. “What are you sitting in the dark for?” 

“Hey, guys.” David hopped to his feet. “I just stopped by to see if you wanted to join a bunch of us at the pool for a swim. We found some old Christmas lights and set them up. It’s gorgeous.” His dark eyes flicked to the box waiting outside. “Y’all need a hand bringing things in?” 

Nina could feel her body going into defense mode. Her muscles tensed, adrenaline pouring into her veins. “No thanks, David,” she said, silently trying to calm her racing heartbeat. “And thanks for the invite, but I think I’m going to bed early. It’s been a busy day.” 

“Mac?” David asked. 

“Nah, thanks, man, I’m good,” Mac said, his voice tight. “Have fun.” 

“All right.” David waved at them as he sauntered out. “Catch you later.” 

They watched him go, not turning to look at each other until he’d turned the corner and vanished.  

“What the hell?” Nina mouthed at Mac as he switched on a lantern. Warm light flooded the living room. Nothing was out of place, but that had been… creepy. 

“That was weird,” said Mac, echoing her thoughts. 

Nina strode to the workshop room door. The handle sank easily beneath her touch, making her heart seize. Had she locked it before they’d left? She couldn’t remember. 

Swallowing, she pushed it open. The time machine, almost fully assembled, sat untouched in the center of the room. The history book Aunt Lillian had given her was open at the place Nina had bookmarked, showing Renacer Cary’s older face fifty years in the past.  

Beside the book was the article, which she’d used as a bookmark, about Cary saving Mirren from drowning in 2002. 

It was like David wanted her to know he’d been in here. 

“Oh, God.” She groaned, gripping the book in her hands as she turned towards Mac. “He saw everything.” 

◆◆◆
 
Nina couldn’t sleep that night. She turned over for the fifth time in a few minutes, the springs in the mattress squeaking beneath her weight. She wondered about the implications of David knowing about the articles. She wanted to wake Mac, but what could she say except repeat the frantic whispers they’d exchanged after their discovery? 

Dawn came before Nina got any sleep, and she rose with a heavy fog around her mind. Later that day, she and Mac added the final parts to the time machine and stepped back to look at it, hands on hips. It was finally complete. 

Neither of them had seen David at breakfast, and they heard from one of the girls from the pool he had gone to search for survivors. They tossed around ideas of how to play off the machine if David asked about it. 

“We could say we’re working on a new type of generator,” Mac suggested as Nina paced. She hated that Messiah’s nephew had been in her private space without asking her. It brought memories back of what Messiah had done without permission. 

“Right. Yeah, that could work,” she said, wringing her hands. She felt so tense she could snap like a rubber band pulled too tight. “What about the information about Renacer Cary?” 

“We, uh…” Mac’s face went blank. 

“Odd trivia?” she suggested. “We thought it was funny we found a man who looks like David’s uncle?” 

They both went silent. It was a feeble excuse. Nina couldn’t shake the uneasy feeling that had settled on her shoulders since they’d found David sitting waiting for them in the dark. Should they tell Thomas? 

They had to tell him the machine was ready anyway. If testing went smoothly, she planned to travel as soon as possible. There was no point in waiting any longer. 

When Mac kissed her goodbye, and Thomas came home from the hospital to join her for dinner, they ate together, just the two of them. They made small talk, Thomas describing how he had painstakingly removed shrapnel from a survivor’s leg today. 

“Where’s Liz lately?” asked Nina. Mac’s sister hadn’t come to visit for several days now. 

“We’re taking a break.” Thomas frowned at his food. “She said she doesn’t like how much I work.” Between working in the infirmary and being on the community council, Thomas barely had any personal time.  

Nina bit into a peach. It was cold, the flesh soft against her skin. She wished she could taste its sweetness. 

There was no point messing around. She’d just have to come out and tell her brother. “I have some news.” 

Thomas was taking a long gulp of water. He set it down, smacking his lips. “What?” 

She glanced at the workshop door, now firmly locked. “The machine’s finished.” 

He swallowed hard, giving a forced nod. “I’ve been thinking,” he said. “I have a proposal for you.” 

She thought she knew what he’d say, but she humored him. “What proposal?” 

“Let me go instead of you.” 

She studied her big brother’s face. A worry line that never seemed to disappear these days was on his forehead, his lips in a straight line, jaw tense. Thomas always wanted to protect her. It was so like him to want to take on the danger, to be the savior and let Nina wait unharmed on the sidelines. 

She couldn’t help but wonder whether he simply doubted her abilities. She still doubted herself a lot of the time. She and Mac had been so focused on building the time machine they hadn’t put much thought into what she’d say when she found Albert Perry. Even if he believed her, what could the two of them achieve? She had no idea what her great-grandfather could do to stop the Revelationists from gaining power and how to ultimately stop the toxin attack. She didn’t have any information on who had done it, how, or even why. The only lead they had was Messiah, aka Renacer Cary. 

Thomas was a leader. He was confident and persuasive. People trusted him. Wouldn’t he be more likely to make an impact, to get people to listen? 

But Thomas might get stuck in the past. 

“No.” She shook her head. “It has to be me.” 

“Why?” 

“I know how to build another machine, if needed.” She met his eyes. “To return to the present.” And Albert Perry wrote those notebooks to me, not to you, she added in her head. It sounded too snide to say aloud. 

Thomas slumped in his seat with a disappointed sigh. Then his face lit up. “What about the notebooks? We could make a trip to the Perry farm on my day off to pick them up. I could take them with me. Can the machine send objects with a person?” 

Nina shifted in her seat, thinking. Albert Perry had written that his first prototype had only sent organic matter and had partially projected Sophia to the past. She’d appeared naked to her younger self, floating in the air. But later, he’d built a machine that could entirely transport his son, Poppa Malcolm, including his clothes. 

The machine sitting in their spare room was based on Albert Perry’s second prototype – anything within it should be able to fully travel to another time, then be retrieved via a quantum tether, so long as the machine remained running. 

Nina could, perhaps, send Thomas back for a test run. He could make the first contact with Albert Perry, then she could flip the switch to bring him back after a couple of hours. 

Nina glanced at her watch and regarded Thomas. “Well, yes, it should send everything within it, including objects. But…” It was tempting to send Thomas. It would satisfy his urge to do something to help, and he might be more effective in convincing people than her.

“I’ll think about it,” she said finally. 

Thomas grinned. She knew that look; it was a smile he pulled when they were kids, and he’d won an argument. “That’s all I ask, sis,” he said. “So, how will you know if the machine works?” 

Nina returned his smile and checked her watch. It was seven fifty-nine. “We’ll know in about thirty-five seconds, actually.” 

He quirked an eyebrow. “How?” 

Nina turned and pointed toward the living room. “Watch.” 

It was barely a few moments later when, about three feet above the floor, a small green snake appeared from thin air with a pink bow tied around its body. It fell to the floor with a sad flop and lay still. 

Nina’s breath caught in her throat as she watched. She slowly rose and approached the little snake. With a sudden start, the creature slithered toward the door. 

Victory surging through her, she grabbed the little snake and brought it back to the table, where Thomas sat open-mouthed. The snake’s tongue flicked out as it slinked along her palm to wrap around her pinkie. “I sent her six hours ago to this moment,” she said, then handed the snake to Thomas. “Look, the bow came, too. We can send non-organic matter.” 

Her brother’s eyes gleamed as he looked at her. “Amazing. Just incredible, Nina.” He took her hand with his free one, giving her a supportive squeeze. 

She smiled, hope awakening in her chest as she squeezed him back. 





Chapter 17

April 19, 2076



Late that night, clouds obscuring the moonlight, Nina awoke with a jump. Her heart thundered as she took a gasping, panicked breath. An explosion sounded from down the street. Shouts pierced the air, and glass shattered somewhere. And… was that gunfire?

She must surely be dreaming. Reliving the horrors of Messiah’s guarded room when they shot Pixie dead.

But no. Lights flashed outside, and a cacophony of gunshots crackled like fireworks. It was happening now.

Wincing as screams pierced the night, Nina snatched her new pistol from the nightstand, feeling the cool weight in her hands as she crept from the bedroom. Thomas peered out of the front window, gripping the sill as flashing lights from outside illuminated the concern in his eyes. He had his own gun in his hand, pointed at the floor.

Another explosion rocked the whole house, and Nina shouted, her heart in her throat, “What’s going on?”

“We’ve been attacked!” Thomas cried when he spotted her. “Hurry, get to the infirmary. Go out of your bedroom window and over the back wall.”

“But—”

“Go, Nina! I’ll find you!”

To her despair, he ran from the front door and into the chaos of the night. Nina dashed to the window and peered out, dread flooding her limbs, blood pumping hot through her veins. Thomas crouched behind the van parked outside their house. He leaned over the front and fired his gun. The shot cracked through the air, smoke floating from the barrel.

She couldn’t sit here and watch. She ran to her room, feet smacking the floor, and pulled on her shoes, helmet, and a tactical vest over her pajamas. The last of sleep fled her as Thomas’s words echoed in her mind.

We’ve been attacked.

By who? Why? Screamed through her thoughts as she slid open the bedroom window. Some figures ran towards her nearby, and she tensed, but it was Margot, Liz, and Aunt Lillian, with Mac at their heels. She scrambled out to join them, relief mingling with her terror.

Even as Aunt Lillian gave a relieved moan and pulled her close, Thomas joined them, his chest heaving and terror etched on his face. Scattered shots from an automatic rifle peppered the air, making them all duck.

“What do we do?” Nina’s heart raced.

“We fight!” Margot shouted. Her blue hair had grown, an inch or so of white in her roots, but the combination made her look more dangerous. She stood straight and pumped a shotgun before starting towards the front of the house.

“No, we have to retreat!” Thomas shouted. “There are too many of them. Get to the infirmary.”

As much as Nina wanted to stay and fight, she also wanted to live. Cursing, she joined her brother, and they ran, keeping low in the darkness as they climbed over another wall behind their row of houses. The infirmary was just down the street.

They turned a corner and ran into a man with a rifle. He startled and pointed it at them. Nina’s blood screamed as they halted, hands up.

Then her breath hitched.

It was Lou, Mac’s father.

“Stop!” he growled, then squinted. “Mom? Liz? Mac?” He lowered his gun.

Shame for Lou gripped Nina. Not only had he stayed with Messiah’s cult, but he helped attack this community.

“Son,” said Margot, stepping carefully forward. Her hands were still raised on either side of her head. “Let us get past.”

Lou shook his head, lips pressed together like he wanted to cry. “No, I can’t. Please, join us and be saved. It isn’t too late for you.” He glanced over his shoulder to where more booms and echoing screams sounded. Nina hated it. There were children here. Were they capturing people, or were they killing them?

Lou turned back to them, his eyes glassy. “I beg you.”

“Dad, stop being crazy!” Liz cried. There were tears in her voice. “Let us go!”

Lou stood his ground, his red hair, so like Mac’s, waving around his forehead. “Why don’t you see?”

Shots rang from their left, louder than before. They all ducked, gasping, as Lou shouted, “Wait, stop! Stop! They’re my family.”

“Quick!” Mac’s hand closed around Nina’s arm as they scrambled for cover toward some nearby vehicles. Terrified she’d feel a bullet in her back at any moment, Nina followed the others to crouch behind a truck. She took out her gun, ready to defend herself with it. She squatted and glanced around the vehicle's front bumper, where she saw Lou drop his rifle and step toward the approaching silhouettes.

“Stop!” Lou shouted, palms out.

An attacker ran for him as another neared Nina’s hiding spot, guns glinting in the night. The enemy nearest her pointed his gun toward the truck's back end, where Thomas was firing on a third attacker who had come from around a corner.

Nina’s heart galloped in her chest, and she made a quick decision. She aimed her pistol at the man firing on Thomas. Footsteps and voices faded as her vision tunneled. She focused and steadied. At that moment, all that existed was her, her weapon, and this man who wanted to murder them.

She held her breath as she pulled the trigger. The sound exploded before her. The man wavered, then crumpled to the ground. Though it all happened in a second, the time stretched between them, then snapped like a rubber band.

She gasped as everything returned to full focus. Mac breathed beside her, Liz whimpered, and Margot cursed under her breath. Nina rose on shaky legs to see the three attackers lying dead. Lou lay in the road, gasping and holding his abdomen.

“Lou!” Margot screamed. They encircled him as he coughed, his mother taking his hand. Liz gave a hoarse gasp, tears racing down her cheeks.

“I’m… sorry.” Lou coughed, red on his lips. “I’m sorry, I’m so sorry. Go. Now!”

His eyelids flickered as his hand fell limp. Mac gasped.

“Come on!” Thomas shouted. More attackers appeared from the walls, gunshots ringing through the night. They had to leave. Now.

She gained her feet. Mac stood unmoving, his eyes wide as he stared down at his dead father.

Grimacing, Nina took his hand. At first, he didn’t respond, his tall frame stiff, frozen, but she pulled him, chasing after Thomas. Reluctantly, he let her drag him, the others at their heels, to where the infirmary awaited.

Inside, lamps brightened the rooms, yet there were no personnel or patients to be seen. Their quick breaths and Liz’s sobs mingled with the thud of their boots. Thomas led them to the hidden room, panting as he flipped the lever to reveal the door.

A sharp gasp made Nina jump, but it came from one of the hiding survivors crouched within the secret space. Among them were the doctor on duty for the night and a few nurses in scrubs, one holding the hand of a dazed-looking older man with a bandaged head. In the corner stood their cousin Lorna, lowering her pistol.

“Lorna,” Aunt Lillian gasped and embraced their cousin.

Thomas silently beckoned them all to hide within, ignoring Liz's surprised questions with a finger to his lips and a shake of his head. He shut the door, enclosing them all in darkness.

As nothing but their panicked breathing surrounded them, Nina reeled from the adrenaline dump, her heart still beating a furious rhythm. Nausea swirled in her guts, threatening to throw up her dinner.

She had killed a man.

Major’s training had led her to wonder whether she would be capable of pulling the trigger if she had to. Sorrow filled her heart, cold and empty, accompanied by a deep sense of shame. Not for downing their attacker, she’d had no choice.

There was another feeling, deep inside her heart – a sense of pride, and power. Some part of her itched to get back out there and fight, to take these bastards down, to kill them, and this new feeling alarmed her.

Thomas’s flashlight switched on, a powerful beam lighting up the little room. Cans of food and water bottles lay behind him on shelves, covered in a light layer of dust. Liz silently wept, hiding her face, and she didn’t resist when Thomas put an arm around her and held her close.

Margot stood beside her and wiped away a tear. A scowl, hardened with the desire to appear strong, adorned her features as she glanced around. “What now?”

There was a low knock at the door, and they all froze.

“It’s me,” said Major, his voice lowered and muffled outside the room. “Let us in.”

Thomas unlocked the inside latch and cracked open the door. Along with Major, a terrified-looking Maggie and her children trembled on the threshold. Everyone ushered them in, and they waited in silence for what felt like several lifetimes. They listened for signs they’d been seen, that their hiding place had been found. But they heard nothing. Even the gunshots had stopped.

“Give it a few more minutes,” Thomas said, camping by the door. “Then we’ll see what’s down this tunnel.”

“Splendid idea,” Margot whispered. “We need to get out of here, oui?”

“Right,” Thomas whispered.

Major took the lead into the gaping black of the tunnel. “Everyone, let’s move, and have your weapons ready.”

They shuffled through the dank, brick-lined tunnel, the yellow beams of their flashlights lighting their way. Mac held one, as did Thomas, Maggie, and Major, who led from the front. His light, a powerful little beam that illuminated several feet ahead, rested upon his machine gun. The sounds of sniffling, dragging steps, and frightened breathing surrounded Nina as she shivered.

She threaded her fingers through Mac’s, not caring that his palm was soaked. Her hands were damp, too. Mac hadn’t spoken a word since his father died. It was as if his body moved on autopilot while grief froze his mind.

She couldn’t blame him. It had been like that for her at the news of her father’s death. She wanted to offer some encouraging words, but she could think of nothing to say.

Instead, she turned to Thomas. His flashlight, an enormous, heavy-duty thing, pointed to the ground, showing where their shoes kicked up dust. “Thomas,” she whispered. “What’s the plan when we get out?”

“We had a backup plan for this,” said her brother. “Leaders should be spreading the word to rendezvous at the police station on Shadowmoss Parkway.”

Nina swallowed her anger that the plan had not been shared with her. That wasn’t important now. She hoped the tunnel would come out somewhere near this Parkway.

Their footsteps shuffled along, nobody speaking. Everyone wondered the same thing. What was happening? How many were dead? Why were Messiah’s people attacking them?

Sadness filled Nina as she thought of their community. People she had started to nod to and exchange smiles within the mess hall. Those she’d trained beside and helped with their generators.

Others survived, she told herself. Maybe some had surrendered.

She hoped so.

It wasn’t long before they came to the end of the dark tunnel, Major quietly reporting he had found a ladder. It led up to a maintenance hole cover that glinted in the light. Major exchanged the machine gun for Lorna’s pistol and climbed up with a grunt. The metal cover scraped across, and early dawn light filtered past his silhouette.

“All clear,” whispered the older man. “Let’s go.”

The group ascended as Thomas, at the rear, lit the rungs on the ladder with his flashlight. Maggie’s children, Tommy and Emily, climbed without complaint, whispering to each other. Nina followed them, then Mac, and the flashlight clicked off as Thomas climbed behind them.

Dawn kissed the horizon beyond a forest, the sky a streak of clouds and a sky of pale blue-gray. Immobile network cars stood around, bodies blackened and rotting.

A morning breeze rippled over Nina, carrying the scent of putrid flesh. It hit her like a punch.

The smell burned her throat, and her stomach swam. She stumbled away from the others and retched. Her eyes watered as she threw up, her puke spattering the ground.

When had her sense of smell come back? She could smell everything now. Taste the rot, her bile on her tongue, the faint scent of pine and grass and body odor, and everything she had lived without smelling for weeks.

A warm hand rested on her shoulder. “You okay?” It was the first time Mac had spoken.

“Yeah. Just the stench.” Nina spat on the ground, and thanked Mac as he handed her water.

He inhaled through his nose, nostrils flaring, and grimaced. “I still can’t smell anything.”

“You’re not missing out,” she muttered, washing her mouth. She looked around, past the corpses. Understanding dawned on her. She had driven on this road many times to visit the hardware store. “I know the way to the police station from here.”

◆◆◆
 
Some survivors had made it, but not nearly enough.

They took turns watching the base that had been their home for weeks. The attackers left in a caravan of fifteen stolen trucks and vans that day. Fury pummeled Nina as she helplessly watched. Those trucks would be full of their food, their generators…

Their people.

When it was clear Messiah’s followers weren’t returning, the survivors stepped cautiously back into the base. Major muttered about searching for survivors. Nina and Mac rushed back to her house to check on the time machine.

Nina knew it was gone before she entered the room. The lock, which now seemed laughably feeble, had been broken open, the door ajar to reveal an empty space.

“No,” she whimpered.

The machine was gone.

She staggered to the empty space where the machine used to be, despair filling her. Mac groaned behind her as she held her head, emotion welling up in her chest. Anger, helplessness, unbearable sadness.

“The book’s gone, too,” Mac’s voice was strained, like speaking pained him. “And Renacer Cary’s photo, look.”

Panic threatened to bubble over the surface. If Messiah figured out how to use the machine and went back to save Zachary Mirren, they would get the Revelationist movement rolling. Then… it would be all her fault.

Her stomach lurched as the terrible thought hit her like an avalanche. Maybe it had always been her fault. Her invention of the first time machine twenty years from now had set off a series of events and time loops that led to the state of the world.

The Revelationists.

The toxin attack.

Billions dead.

And it was all her fault.

Nina whimpered as her legs lost their strength. She sank to the cold floor, her mind racing with terrible possibilities.

A warm hand stroked her hair, Mac’s voice a whisper. “The control panel has that locking cover.”

“It doesn’t matter.” Her voice was deadpan, not like her own. “They’ll break through it. They had no problem getting in here.” She breathed slowly as her vision swam. She couldn’t fall apart, as much as she wanted to surrender to the oblivion of despair.

She’d been such an idiot. Convinced they were safe in this hidden little community, she had only used the most primitive security. She thought of Aunt Lillian’s barn, the multitude of locks and hidden doorways protecting Albert Perry’s notebooks. All useless now that they’d taken the machine itself.

Thomas called from the living room. “Meeting in five minutes, North parking lot.”

◆◆◆
 
Two hundred people stood in the parking lot, the air singing with their frightened chatter. Some spoke in whispers, others frantic cadences that cut through the air like gunfire. Nina watched helplessly as Thomas tried to quiet the crowd. Finally, he climbed onto a chair and, standing a few feet taller than the rest, bellowed. “Listen!”

The silence crept over the crowd, conversations coming to an abrupt stop as people turned to stare at Thomas.

“One hundred and two people have died,” Thomas called. People murmured and sniffled, a few people hugging. Nina swallowed. Everyone here had lost someone in the attack. Nina had heard that Gus, the radio operator, had also been killed.

“Another ninety-eight are unaccounted for,” Thomas continued. “Presumably, they were kidnapped. The attackers left with several trucks.”

More murmurs rippled through the crowd. Major stepped forward, his face grim. “The only survivors we’ve found are elderly. They took the young women and children and killed all the young men they could find.”

“This so-called ‘Messiah’ now rules more than five hundred people, by far the largest group of survivors on the continent.”

The thought was frightening, but many of those were prisoners. How many people were there of their own volition? A horrible thought occurred to Nina. How many more “wives” had the madman claimed?

“We have to choose.” Major paced. “Do we fight and rescue those who were taken? Or do we stay here and let them pick us off, one by one?”

“We could leave,” said an older woman with snow-white hair and ebony skin, trembling as she leaned on a cane. “Find somewhere else to stay.”

“And wait for them to find us?” said Major. “How long before they track us down and attack? I don’t want to be caught with my pants around my ankles again.” He stopped his pacing, addressing everyone. A girl Nina had seen at the pool was crying, her friends absent. Had she been the only one in their group to avoid being snatched away?

“I say we fight!” Major roared, his voice cracking across the parking lot. “They didn’t take all our weapons. We can’t abandon our friends, our sisters, our kids. The youngest they took was only three. Who’s with me?”

Major’s words rallied the survivors. A few people shouted with agreement, punching the air or nodding.

“They killed my cousin!” someone shouted.

“Took my wife!” a woman cried.

“We’ll avenge them,” said Major. “And we’ll get our women and children back.”

Thomas gestured for the agitated crowd to be quiet. His voice boomed, ringing with authority. Nina could sense the anticipation in the air, a rallying cry to strike back at those who had hurt and broken their community.

Nina wanted vengeance, too. Against Messiah. All of them.

“Let’s bury our dead and get some rest today,” Thomas called. “Those of the Council who remain will formulate an attack and rescue strategy. We’ll let you all know the plan as soon as possible.” He hopped down from the chair and joined Nina.

“You did well,” she whispered to him. “When do you think we’ll go?”

There was no guarantee Messiah’s men wouldn’t return to finish the rest of them off.

“We’ll go to Atlanta soon. Maybe even tonight,” answered Thomas.





Chapter 18

April 21, 2076



Thomas insisted that Nina stay behind, but she found the idea almost laughable. She had been the one to build the time machine and was the only one who knew how to work the control panel. The Council – what remained of it anyway – had decided quick action was the best plan. Messiah wouldn’t expect a swift attack; they would think the survivors would be too busy hiding and licking their wounds.

They’d get in, rescue the women and children, and take down Messiah and his followers before they knew it.

No one had said it aloud, but Nina could feel something all around that evening. It crackled in the air – the desire for revenge. Everyone had lost someone and still had the dirt beneath their fingernails from burying their dead. It had been a long, hard slog to build the graves outside the community.

Nina just smiled when Thomas reiterated that she was staying. That night, Mac gave her a kiss goodnight, and as she held onto him, she whispered, “I’m going. Whether he likes it or not.”

“I thought you would.”

Nina had built that time machine. She had to be the one to stop Messiah from using it. They might have even figured out how to use it already. She couldn’t allow it. If the worst happened, she could set it to self-destruct. The logistics and how to build it were burned into her memory forever. If they lost this machine, she could always make another one later. Far away from the wrong hands.

This was her responsibility. She wasn’t going to hide here with the elderly and leave it to Thomas and the others to put this right.

“I’ll be right there with you,” Mac promised. “And if you can’t destroy the machine, I will.”

Nina’s alarm went off just after one o’clock in the morning. She tensed, listening for the sounds of people moving about or talking outside. It was silent, and for a horrible moment, she thought she’d missed them, and they’d left without her.

She slunk out of bed. She had slept fully dressed for a quick getaway but pulled on her tactical vest and helmet. Mac was on the couch, rubbing his eyes, but quickly joined her by the door. Now that Nina’s sense of smell had returned, she could enjoy the readymeals and canned goods they’d stored. Eating a can of pineapple before she’d gone to sleep had been a taste bud explosion after weeks of nothing. She could smell the house and Mac, too; warm and scented with something artificial, like soap. It was comforting.

She brushed the pistol at her hip, trying not to think about the last time she’d used it. Sometimes, when she closed her eyes, she could still see the man she’d shot crumpling to the asphalt.

They filled their vest pockets with all the ammo they could carry, and when they stepped into the chilly night, the scent of pine and dust filling her nose, they caught the sound of an engine roaring to life on their left.

“C’mon!” Nina urged, and they ran towards the sound. One military van was leaving, and another had people climbing inside and talking in hushed voices.

“Hi, Thomas,” said Nina brightly. “Are you gonna let us ride with you, or are we driving separately?”

Her brother groaned, turning to look at them with a tight jaw. “Fine,” Thomas huffed. “Grab some food and drinks for the road.”

“Got them,” said Mac shortly, patting his backpack. Nina wondered if he was annoyed because they had been about to leave without him, too.

“Major’s meeting us here in a minute. Lillian, Liz, and Margot are staying.”

It was a five-hour ride to Messiah’s estate, meaning it would be early morning when they arrived. Then… they would attack. It sounded insane. Crazy that their little community, which had been all about rebuilding and peace, was going to storm an estate of armed men and rescue prisoners. But they had to try.

Mac and Nina sat in the backseat, and Thomas turned around to go over the plan with them while Major drove. They all wore combat gear.

“Each team, made up of four or five people, is tasked with securing either a house or a guard station,” his booming voice said as they trundled along the road between Charleston and Atlanta. “John, the defected guard, filled us in on the compound's layout. Everyone’s been given double zip-tie handcuffs.” He held up a pair, then handed some to Nina and Mac, who pocketed them. “I brought these spares.”

“Thanks,” said Nina.

Major looked at them in the rearview. “Our mission objective is to bring down Messiah and anyone guarding him. We can restrain anyone remotely suspicious to minimize casualties while protecting ourselves.”

The defected guard made Nina think of David. She hadn’t wanted to believe he had anything to do with it, but his behavior had been weird at best. “Has anyone seen David?” she asked. “Was his…” She swallowed. “Did he die in the attack?”

“He wasn’t among the dead,” said Major. “I’ve asked around. No one’s seen him for a few days. Did he know about your time machine?”

Nina felt the color drain from her face as she cast Thomas an alarmed look.

“I told the other leaders about your machine, Nina. It was important. It can’t stay in the hands of the enemy.”

Nina swallowed in her suddenly dry throat, giving a tight nod. “David saw it.”

Major gave a curt nod. “I must admit, when Thomas told us you’d built a working time machine, I thought he’d lost his mind.” He chuckled. “I’m still skeptical. Does it really work?”

“It does.” Nina quickly told him about the snake with the bow and how she’d sent it several hours into the future. One of Major’s graying eyebrows rose, and he whistled.

“That’s remarkable. We have to remove the machine from the equation.”

Nina couldn’t tell if he truly believed her, but it didn’t matter.

“The mission of the four of us is to destroy that machine and kill that son of a bitch Messiah. We’ll be targeting his mansion with the backup of a second team.”

She nodded in agreement. They were on the same page, and she was glad to be included. She leaned back in her seat, feeling the van carry them along in the dead of night, and found Mac’s warm hand in the darkness.

◆◆◆
 
Nina’s back ached by the time dawn tinged the horizon. They neared the woods surrounding the luxury homes and apartments of Atlanta’s Mayfair Hills neighborhood. The vehicle slowed to a crawl, making as little noise as possible as they approached the enemy’s nest.

Nerves crawled in Nina’s belly as they all tied yellow bandanas on themselves to help distinguish their people from Messiah’s. She barely felt the weight of her weapon-filled belt, vest, and helmet she pulled back onto her head. She had taken it off during the journey, only donning it when they stopped for a bathroom break in case of danger.

They parked in the woods, faint gaps in the trees above showing a star-strewn sky. In less than an hour, it would be dawn.

Let’s hope we’ll have the prisoners back by then.

Major led their team of four. They ducked low among the bushes and ran towards the mansion, wreathed in the scent of grass and dirt. Nina didn’t realize how much she had missed being able to smell until now. She inhaled the fragrance of the woods, and for a heartbeat, she felt calmer.

But only for a heartbeat.

She suppressed a startled scream when gunfire filled the air. Major skidded to a stop ahead of them, his rifle poised. Thomas breathed in front of her as a scream pierced the night. The surprise raid was either going full steam ahead – or they’d been seen.

A team ahead of them cleared the perimeter and doors of Messiah’s grand mansion, and Nina’s heart rose. Major waved for them to follow. Keeping low, eyes darting around for enemies, they ran into the mansion.

No guards stood here or sat cowering with zip-ties around their wrists like Nina had expected. The foyer was dark and conspicuously empty. Her skin crawled. Something wasn’t right.

Mac and Nina stood side by side as they followed Major down the corridor, while Thomas followed behind. All had their weapons poised. Nina’s pulse fluttered in her neck, her shoulders tight with apprehension. Outside, another gunshot rang out, making her jump. Men shouted. She couldn’t tell whose side they were on.

They passed a familiar hallway. One which, Nina realized with a jolt, led to the room that had served as her former prison. That room might be a good place to search for the machine. It should be locked and guarded.

But the lack of guards had her on edge. Where was everybody? Maybe they had abandoned this building for some reason?

“This way,” she mouthed at Mac, and they approached the door where Messiah kept his “brides.”

“Get the fuck out of here, assholes,” echoed David’s voice from the shadowy foyer.

Nina’s stomach twisted as they all swiveled around, weapons at the ready.

“Where’s your uncle, David?” Thomas shouted. “We have no quarrel with you.”

David gave a mirthless laugh that dripped in irony. He called out from the dim room, his position hard to pinpoint. “The hell you don’t. You people were too stupid to know I was a spy. The Messiah sent me with you.”

Mac inhaled sharply beside Nina. She swallowed, suddenly feeling like her throat was full of needles. He’d been in her home. They’d gone to the pool together.

He hadn’t saved them. He’d spied on them. Taken photos of every corner of their community so the attackers would know how to track everyone down.

Fury built in her.

“And boy, did I find out some interesting information,” he scoffed. “This new world is ours, not yours!”

David moved so fast from the shadows that his black-gloved hand and glint of a pistol were a blur. A pop rang out before Nina could gasp, and the sharp aroma of gunpowder was almost painful on her scent-starved nose, bringing with it cold horror.

Thomas clutched his chest beside her, green eyes growing wide. Nina didn’t know what to do, so all she did was stare as the world slowed, all sound fading from the world. Her brother grunted a sound like a gargle before falling to his knees.

Sound crashed to her ears, the others’ breathing, a gasp from someone, the rustle of cloth, Major shouting, and her own voice screaming as she rushed to where Thomas lay. Strong arms wrapped around her, holding her back, yanking her to the wall as Major bellowed. Shots fired, cracking through the air like thunder.

Get up! screamed Nina’s mind. Sounds were muffled, like she was underwater. The only thing clear was Thomas’s unmoving body on the ground. “Thomas!” She tore free, falling to the ground as she ignored Major and David fighting and Mac calling her.

Thomas’s breathing was ragged.  Wet warmth seeped against her knee. She ignored it.

“Thomas,” she breathed as the coppery scent of blood filled her nose. He couldn’t be hit. This was a mistake.

Thomas struggled to look up, pain creasing his handsome face. “Nina,” he croaked, still holding his chest. Nina saw the tears before she felt them, dripping from her chin to land on his cheek. “You have to go on.”

“No,” she sobbed, grabbing his shoulders. She could help him. He wasn’t hit. He wasn’t dying. “No.”

“I believe in you.” Thomas blinked slowly, a grimace forced to a smile adorning his face. “I love you.”

His last breath fled his body, his eyes closing.

“No!” Nina wailed, her voice tearing from her throat. This couldn’t happen. She wouldn’t let it.

“Nina,” said Mac, pulling her back as Major gave a grunt of pain. “Nina!”

Nina’s legs lost their feeling. She gave up trying to fight. She stared at Thomas’s face, so peaceful. She willed him to move, to get up. To realize he was fine after all…

“Nina, we have to go.”

She didn’t know if Mac whispered or shouted. She was dimly aware of being pulled to her feet, soles planting on the carpeted floor. Mac spun her around, grabbing her shoulders.

“We have to go on! We can’t give up now! Come on, Nina!”

Confusion prodded her dazed mind. There was too much going on. Thomas needed to move, needed to get up. Mac had to tell him.

A warm palm caressed her cheek. Hazel eyes burned into hers. Gentle but urgent.  “We have to go.” Calm, steady words.

The struggle stopped. Feeling like she moved through sludge, Nina looked over at where Major rose from David’s unconscious form. He strode towards them on powerful legs, boots thumping on the carpet. He stopped short, looking down at Thomas.

“Shit,” he muttered. “Shit. Nina, I’m sorry.”

The moment was over before it began; Major’s face tightened, and he charged past them. “Let’s move.”

Mac’s warm hand was the only thing that felt real. Beyond the numbness of her grief, a thought occurred to her. Thomas believed in her. If they gave up now, Thomas would have died for nothing.

She felt the cold steel of her gun readying in her hand of its own accord, her body following the motions before her mind did. She followed Major toward the closed door of her former prison, the distance stretching between her and Thomas. She glanced up at Mac, trying to fill her gaze with resolve. They had a mission. Grief had to wait.

Major’s large hand grasped the handle of the brides’ room, but it wouldn’t budge. He kicked it, the crashing sound echoing up the corridor. Nina shivered. She hadn’t realized how freezing it was.

Major kicked the door again, and this time it crashed in. He ducked as gunshots rang out from inside. Mac and Major fired on the room while Nina stood shivering. There was a scream and a thump, and all went quiet.

Get it together, Nina.

She glanced back at where David lay motionless. Was he dead? Unconscious? A loathing Nina had never felt before crept up in her heart.

“Nina,” Mac whispered.

Inside was Hannah, the young, freckled girl Messiah had claimed as a wife. She bled from several places, staring at the ceiling with a confused look. Nina ripped her gaze away, the cold numb entwining around her heart and holding it in a fist of ice. Her eyes slid to a dark shape in the room.

The machine.

It purred, lights blinking. Major swore beside her.

“You’re too… late.” Hannah gasped, lips twisting into a grin.

Ignoring her, Nina marched to the machine with robotic familiarity. March 30, 2002, was in the settings along with coordinates in the middle of the US – Oklahoma. The day before Renacer Cary saved Zachary Mirren from drowning. Nina hurriedly switched the machine off.

There was a hacking sound and Hannah groaned, vomit across the side of her face running from her lip. “Our Messiah… will fulfill… his destiny.”

Nina flipped open the panel for the self-destruct button. It was a small, unremarkable thing, but a simple push would activate a destructive cascade, rendering all parts of the machine melted and deformed beyond repair.

Her finger hovered over it.

Wait. What if their raid tonight failed? What if she died?

This might be her only chance to stop Messiah and the Revelationists. To prevent the toxin attack.

Maybe she could stop David from killing Thomas.

She flipped the machine back on.

“What are you doing?” Mac shouted.

“I have to go,” said Nina urgently, as voices and footsteps echoed in the hallway. “Now.”

Major glanced outside the room, clutching his rifle. “People are coming.”

Mac gave a tight nod. “What should I do?”

“Hurry, get Nina out of here,” Major urged as the voices got louder. Someone found David and shouted for vengeance. “We’ll hold them back. Remember everything you’ve learned, Nina!”

Nina’s fingers trembled as she tapped in the coordinates she’d memorized for the lawn on the campus of Caltech, where Albert Perry had been in 2002 doing post-doc research. Her blood screamed in her ears as the shouts reached the door, gunshots popping out, as she set the date to March 17, 2002. That would give her two weeks to stop Messiah.

She yanked off her combat vest and her helmet. She kept her fanpack containing her SkinMend, phone, a knife, and the acrylic photoblock of herself, Thomas, and Dad. She tucked the small gun in the waistband of her jeans, hidden under her tank top. It felt good to be doing something. Her fingers felt cold, from shock perhaps.

She pulled Mac into a hug, inhaling his soapy scent, then tore herself away before she could change her mind.

Major crouched at the doorway as the voices neared. He bellowed a war cry, raising his gun.

Nina climbed inside the machine, her heart beating in her throat. Her voice was oddly calm despite the frantic storm blazing in her chest. “It’ll send me in thirty seconds, then self-destruct. Please help me close it.”

Mac’s hand trembled as he put it on the metal door. He took her hand in his free one, warm against her icy fingers. “Please come back.” He brushed her lips with his, a faint touch filled with longing.

Nina’s eyes filled with tears, a hot rod piercing her soul as she whispered, “I’ll do my best.”

Mac sniffled as he closed the door, plunging her into the darkness alone with her panting breaths.

She grasped the atom-shaped pendant on the chain around her neck, the one Albert Perry had given her. She prayed she would survive this, that she and Albert would be able to change things.

Muffled gunfire cracked beyond. Mac yelled something. The machine whirred, drowning out all other sounds.

It vibrated, shaking her body inside. Nausea churned, a headache pounding in her temple from the shock and grief. It dissolved as the machine shuddered harder, knocking and clicking sounds echoing around her head. Icy resolve took over. Fury at what had happened.

Nina squeezed her eyes shut as the machine rattled, her bones shaking. Pins and needles, and a sensation of uncomfortable numbness, spread over her. She was about to gasp, to call out. She felt this couldn’t possibly work after all, when all feeling ceased.

An eternity passed, or maybe no time at all. She separated from her body, a disembodied consciousness floating through a void.





Chapter 19

March 17, 2002



Nina’s body prickled, and she winced as she returned to consciousness.

She had the vague realization she was lying on her back with her eyes closed. A breeze cooled her body as she registered the sounds of birds chirping and a distant barking dog. She smelled freshly cut grass.

When she opened her eyes, the machine was gone, and she gazed up at a blue sky scattered with puffy clouds.

For a moment, she struggled to remember what was happening, like waking up from a deep sleep. Dizziness beset her as she sat up, blinking in the daylight.

The panic fell on her. The gunshots, the battle. Thomas. Thomas dying…

She choked back a sob, her mission ingraining itself in her mind. She had to get up, find Albert Perry, and then… what? It had sounded so simple before, but now she wanted to shrink at the enormity of the task.

Was she really in 2002? She looked around. No dead bodies. No lines of stalled network cars. People walked around laughing, wearing turn-of-the-century styles – jeans and t-shirts, backpacks slung on their shoulders.

She sat on the Caltech campus lawn whose coordinates she’d entered in the machine just moments ago. There was a neatly trimmed shrub beside her. Thankfully she had not materialized within it.

She still reeled from the battle, from Thomas’s death. She released a slow breath, exhaling away her tension. He hasn’t been born yet, she reminded herself. He’s all right. I can save him, save them all.

Two women approached her, slack-jawed with concern. Had they seen her appear out of thin air? One was chestnut-haired and young, kneeling beside her. “Hey, are you okay?”

Nina realized her clothing must appear strange – her tank top and pants were made of shiny black polymer. The sandy-haired woman wore low-rise jeans and a shirt that showed off her navel. She reached out a hand but brought it back as if unsure whether it was safe to touch Nina or not.

Nina forced a smile. “Yes, totally. Thank you so much.” She rose, willing her legs not to tremble. “Could you point me toward the graduate student apartments?”

◆◆◆
 
Nina recalled from Albert Perry’s detailed journals that he lived in apartment 258 while at Caltech. She swallowed as she approached the door. The outside walkway on the second floor was clean, though it held the faint scent of liquor, like there had been a wild party that had been hastily cleaned up. She softly rapped on the hardwood door.

When there was no answer, she knocked again, a little louder. The door jerked open to reveal a tall brunette woman with a little girl on her hip. Nina had an odd déjà vu sensation as she recognized this woman from photographs at Poppa Malcolm’s house. Her great-grandmother, Sarah. The child chewing her fingers in Sarah’s arms would be Poppa’s elder sister, Chloe. Seeing her standing there in the flesh, eyebrows knitting together as she looked Nina up and down, was surreal. “Yes?” she said, her voice tense. “Can I help you?”

“Hi. I’m looking for Albert Perry.”

“And who are you?” Sarah snapped, hefting Chloe on her hip. She took in Nina’s messy black hair and odd clothes.

“I’m a relative,” said Nina quickly. “Is he home?”

“No. What’s your name? I’ll tell him you dropped by.”

“Nina. Nina Perry.”

“All right.” Sarah was already looking over her shoulder. “You’ll have to excuse me. I have food on the stove.” She shut the door before Nina could say anything. Quick footsteps and a squeal from Chloe sounded beyond.

Nina’s shoulders sagged. She hadn’t counted on Albert not being in.

The corridor floor vibrated in time to someone’s footsteps, and she turned hopefully, but it was a young woman frowning as she held a flip phone to her ear. She shouldered into an apartment, not even meeting Nina’s gaze.

She turned from the door, unsure what to do next but wait. Albert had to come home at some point. There wasn’t any time to lose.

Time. Nina floated to a nearby window. She had grown so used to the sea of rotting bodies and silent buildings that it was almost strange to see people moving about in daylight. She had no worries about survival or generators or megalomaniacs trying to kill and kidnap their people. All the buildings she saw had people inside, clueless about the future.

Nina picked at her fingernails, her gaze rising to the gray smog of the city’s horizon. Her time machine had worked. She had really made it to 2002 intact.

Physically, at least.

Her throat was parched. She swallowed, feeling like her mouth was covered in molasses. She leaned against the wall, the crushing weight of her task settling on her shoulders. She thought of the world she’d left behind. The world that was now on another timeline, years into the future. It was a strange thought. It was odd seeing people live everyday lives, to know she was surrounded by hundreds of thousands of others going to work and eating at restaurants and not learning to fire guns and live among corpses.

Would she be able to change fate? Would she really be able to undo all the terrible crimes of the Revelationists?

Messiah… no, Renacer Cary—he didn’t deserve the title “Messiah”—would arrive in Oklahoma two weeks from now. When Nina had built the machine, the idea of actually using it was a far-off idea, almost a fantasy. Now that she was here, what was she going to do? Place the problems of the future into her great-grandfather’s hands, then build a new machine to get back? Hope for the best?

Albert Perry was barely two years older than her at this time. He was just starting his career in astrophysics. He had a wife and child in tow. How could he be expected to know what to do about a problem which, to him, wouldn’t occur until decades after his lifetime?

No. Nina had seen it all first-hand. The knowledge of the past, present, and future belonged to her. Stopping Renacer Cary was up to her. She would ask for Albert’s help and borrow his knowledge, but she would not transfer the burden to him.

She needed a plan to stop Cary. She had to save Thomas, Mac, and everyone. She just needed to figure out how.

She didn’t know how long she sat there, deep in thought, but it darkened towards dusk, painting the sky navy. Nina’s stomach rumbled; her lips dry with thirst. The adrenaline had long faded, bringing sorrow and fatigue instead. Some people had given her funny looks on their way to their apartments, but no one stopped to ask questions. Now and then, she heard Chloe through the wall, shouting or giggling. It was surreal that it was her great-aunt and great-grandmother in there, young and living their lives at the dawn of the twenty-first century.

She thought of Thomas’s crumpled form, how his last breath had left him all at once. Black hatred bubbled in her gut for David Cary and how he'd shot Thomas in cold blood. A wave of emotion rolled over her, and she slid down the wall, hugging her legs. She pressed her face against her knees and sobbed.

“Nina?” said a man’s voice.

Nina looked up, her eyes burning. She caught sight of a pair of green converse sneakers and ripped jeans. Her gaze traveled up to a t-shirt that read Deez Nuts Survived Y2K and a young, dimpled face.

Her breath caught.

It was Albert Perry, her great-grandfather.

His smile melted into tender concern as she met his eyes. She wiped her face and rubbed her nose on her forearm as she got shakily to her feet. He knew who she was. She hadn’t expected this, but it was welcome. “You know me?”

“I do,” he said, his voice still gentle. It held a familiar cadence, similar to Poppa Malcolm’s. The thought was bittersweet. “We’ve met before. Come with me.” He helped her to her feet. “We can’t talk here.”

He dug a bottle of spring water out of his messenger bag and handed it to her. After several deliciously refreshing gulps, she followed him to the parking lot.

They clambered into his old gray Volkswagen Beetle. She was surprised such a tall, lanky man could fit in such a tiny car. Once the doors were closed, he gave her another smile. “It’s awesome to see you. Are you okay?”

Nina’s mind still reeled. “We’ve met before. When?”

“Two years ago.” His eyes, so like his son’s, glanced over her face as though taking her in. “You were older, though. In your thirties. How old are you now?”

“Eighteen.” I time travel again when I’m older.

“What happened, Nina? When you visited me before, you said you’d expanded on my research and built my time machine. You only appeared a minute, said you wanted to meet me, and encouraged me to continue my research.”

What was going on in that Nina’s life? Surely, if it was fifteen years or so after the toxin attack, she would have thought to mention it. She took another gulp of water to get her thoughts together. “Everything went to shit,” she said finally. “In some fucked up iteration of the timeline.”

Albert’s dark cheeks paled to a sickly gray. “What happened?”

Nina took a breath. They were in a shabby parking lot, a pigeon picking hopefully at a discarded carton. She watched it as she started at the beginning. She told Albert about losing her father to a car crash, the day the toxin had hit and killed everyone except herself, Thomas, and a select few others, Renacer Cary kidnapping them, escaping to the Charleston community, and building the time machine using information from Albert Perry’s own notebooks that Poppa Malcolm had left her.

“David, Renacer Cary’s nephew, shot Thomas dead.” Saying it aloud brought a deep well of emotion to the surface and her eyes burned. “I had to leave him and Mac in the middle of a battle while I came here.”

A sob racked her shoulders as a tear slid down her cheek. She sniffled, suddenly feeling helpless. “I need to fix it, change what happened. Will you help me?”

She glanced at Albert. He exhaled, blinking as he took it all in. “I’ll certainly do my best.” He leaned back in his seat. A pair of keys sat in the ignition. Nina distracted herself by taking in the retro air conditioner, the CD player, and the little dial to control temperature. Even an old cigarette lighter sat near Albert’s hand. “Let’s get you some food and rest,” he said. “Tomorrow, we can brainstorm.”

Nina was relieved to hear that. Despite the urgency of wanting to do something before Renacer Cary arrived in two weeks, she was desperately tired, and her stomach ached with hunger. She hadn’t had anything to eat since before they’d driven to Renacer Cary’s estate. Decades in the future.

The bizarre thought made her giggle. It was either laugh or break down in tears.

◆◆◆
 
After a quick fast-food meal, they arrived after dark at the apartment, the TV blaring with a cartoon and the scent of macaroni and cheese washing over them. Sarah marched into the front room with her hands planted on her hips. “It’s about time! Oh, I see your relative found you.” She almost spat the word.

Albert sighed. “Nina, this is Sarah. Sarah, this is my… first cousin, Nina.”

Sarah barely gave her a glance, her eyes narrowing as she folded her arms tight across her chest. “I met all your first cousins at the Perry reunion last year. I don’t recall Nina being one of them.”

Nina swallowed. She could understand Sarah’s distaste at her husband coming home late with a younger woman in tow.

“She’s one of my uncle’s secret kids.”

“Which uncle? You have, like, seven.”

“As I said, it’s a secret. Anyway, she’ll be staying with us for a while. She’ll be helping out at my lab and starting college in the fall.”

Sarah simply sniffed, perhaps finally pacified. “All right, fine. She can stay in the guest room.”

Nina wanted to apologize, to do anything to keep the peace with her great-grandmother, but right now she was so tired and emotionally drained that she needed to curl up and sleep. She was surrounded by electric lights and radiators, no Revelationists or toxin attack victims. She was exhausted and safe. Tomorrow would have to figure itself out.

◆◆◆
 
Despite how exhausted she felt, Nina was sure she would lie awake all night, worrying about the future. But after an amazing warm shower, she slept well, her eyes closing as soon as her head hit the pillow in the cramped guest room, which turned out to be little more than a single bed and a couple of boxes of books.

A soft knock on her door roused her from sleep in the morning. In the first few moments between sleep and waking, panic seized her body, her fingers automatically reaching for her pistol. Then she remembered where and when she was and croaked, “Come in.”

It was Albert, clothes thrown over his arm. “You and Sarah are about the same size, I think? I mean, you’re shorter, but…” he trailed off. “Anyway, I wasn’t sure what you’d like, so I bought a few things for you to wear.”

He’d brought a sundress, some jeans, and a pair of leggings. Nina chose the latter and a baggy shirt, hoping he’d asked her great-grandmother’s permission before pilfering her stuff. As she shouldered a borrowed backpack and made her way towards the front door, Sarah appeared and blocked her path. She smelled like baby powder and citrus, a plastic laundry basket beneath her arm.

“So, you’re starting as a freshman in the fall?” she asked pointedly. “Mechanical engineering, was it?”

“Yes, ma’am.” It was hard not to wither beneath the woman’s obvious mistrust. “Robotics engineering, specifically. Since I finished high school early, Albert was kind enough to let me be his research assistant this summer.”

Sarah looked as though she was going to roll her eyes then thought the better of it. “I see. Tell me a little something about his research.” She gave Nina a challenging grin. The way the edges of her mouth curled upwards looked so much like Poppa Malcolm that it stunned Nina at first, and she almost didn’t answer Sarah’s question.

“Sure,” she said finally, smiling. “What he’s working on now is finite-time thermodynamics.” The notes Albert had written in his notebooks floated before her mind as easily as looking at a photoblock. “He’s incorporating Newton’s Law into the operation of quantum-mechanical heat engines coupled to infinite thermal capacity reservoirs. When—”

“Okay, okay,” said Sarah, irritated. She moved aside. “Make sure he’s back by dinnertime. I suppose you’ll be eating with us, too?”

“Sarah,” said Albert sharply.

Guilt squirmed in Nina for causing tension in their household.

“Don’t worry about it,” said Albert as they left the apartment. “She’ll come around.”

My great-grandmother doesn’t trust me with her husband. Nina snorted at the absurdity of it.

◆◆◆
 
“Isn’t the physics lab that way?” Nina pointed toward the Bridge Laboratory, which she remembered from touring the campus when she came for admission interviews. It was weirdly nostalgic and strange to be here, surrounded by people with no worries except bills and homework, wearing flared jeans that sat at their hips and band hoodies and bright mini skirts. No one held a phone or drove a network car.

“It is,” said Albert. “But I already told the university I have a family emergency and need two weeks off.” His face split into a grin as they headed toward a parking garage. “It’s not entirely untrue. The emergency just won’t be occurring for another seventy-four years.”

Nina giggled and inhaled the scent of petroleum and trash. Despite the unsavory odors, it was wonderful to be able to smell again. Mac still couldn’t.

The thought of Mac made her stomach twist. She pushed the thought of him away. She still felt on edge from her conversation with Sarah. Was she jealous? Was she always like that, or was there something about Nina in particular that annoyed her?

“About Sarah,” she said. Their footsteps echoed in the underground garage. “Why is she so…” Her voice trailed off. She didn’t want to be rude.

“Hostile?” Albert twirled a cluster of keys on his finger.

“Well, yeah,” she said softly.

Albert gave another sigh. It made him look older. “Let’s just say our relationship got off to a rough start. There are trust issues on both sides. But we’re trying to make it work. For the baby.”

Nina said nothing. She didn’t know how much her visit could affect their relationship. She couldn’t risk her grandfather never being born at all.

They stopped at a motorcycle. “So, where are we going?”

“The way I see it, we have two goals. Stop Renacer Cary and get you back to your own time.”

Nina nodded. She hadn’t wanted to spare a thought for what might happen if she couldn’t get back. She had no idea what was going on in her timeline. Major and Mac could have fallen in the battle.

She pushed the horrible thought from her mind.

She climbed onto the motorcycle behind Albert. It was weird to think this man, just two years older than her, was her grandfather Malcolm’s father. “We’re going to assemble a machine in my storage unit,” said Albert. “Then rent a moving van to transport the parts.”

The motorcycle roared to life, Nina’s nose filling with a strong gasoline smell. She clung to Albert as he steered them down Wilson Avenue, hoping Sarah wouldn’t catch a glimpse of them.

If she did, who knew what might happen to her future.

◆◆◆
 
Nina filled the silence as they assembled the machine in Albert’s storage unit by explaining the science behind the device and telling him about various things he’d written in the notebooks. As they worked, a brown leather combination suitcase resting atop a stack of boxes caught her eye.

“That’s the suitcase,” she said, moving to grab it. It was less worn but definitely the same. The initials WRP were embossed on the side.

“That old thing? It was my dad’s.”

“You left me the notebooks in this. All different colors, marked one to four.” She handed the suitcase to Albert.

“Wow. Okay.” He brushed dust off the case. “It’s old already. From the sixties, I think. I’ll leave the information in here for you, then. Maybe I should reset the combination.” He fiddled with the combination locks. “How about your birthday? What is it?”

His question made her smile. “March 12th, 2058.” A thought occurred to her. “Hey, do you think when I travel back to my own time, I’ll meet a new version of myself? Will there be two of us?”

Albert’s dark eyebrows, startlingly like Aunt Lillian’s, furrowed at her question. “Good point. The existence of two versions of the same person in the same timeline surely goes against the law of the conservation of mass. Maybe the two versions of you will merge, your memories coming together in one body. What you told me about Malcolm and Sophia, they traveled into time frames within their lifespans.” He gave a nervous laugh. “And they didn’t annihilate the universe.”

She chuckled along with him. “I just wonder, if I do run into a new version of me, wouldn’t that be… weird? Awkward, almost? Maybe there is a way to combine. I don’t want to lose my memories.”

The thought that another version might continue her life from where she left off was… unsettling. It would still be her, but this version of herself wouldn’t be able to live it. A tiny bit of guilt squirmed in her for being arguably selfish to think this way, but if there was a way to be the only version to return, memories intact, she had to take it.

“Maybe.” Albert rubbed his chin, then grimaced, wiping dust onto his jeans. “Perhaps if the two of you traveled in the machine simultaneously, you could… merge. That’s only a hypothesis, though.”

Nina went back to the machine, arranging wires. They worked in silence, each lost in their own thoughts.

Building the machine a second time was much easier. She felt she could make a hundred of these now if needed. She had to be sure to recite everything exactly as Albert had written it in the future notebooks. When they began attaching components to the metal casket shell, they talked about how to stop Renacer Cary.

Nina’s skin still crawled at the thought of him. They couldn’t let him win.

“From what you’ve told me, his influence over this Zachary Mirren guy, who later becomes president, begins after he rescues him from drowning a week from now.” Albert examined the diagram Nina had sketched of the Flux Capacitor assembly, then adjusted the lever.

“Yes. On March 30th, 2002, Future-Cary will appear in Tulsa, Oklahoma. No doubt to make sure he rescues Mirren again the next day. So, the question is, do we stop the rescue? Mirren’s a teenager now. Technically innocent.”

It was that age-old question: would it be immoral to kill a villain before they committed a crime?

Albert frowned in thought as he worked. “There are so many unknown variables,” he mused.

Nina nodded, “I guess it depends on whether he was a puppet of Renacer Cary or the driving force behind the whole Revelationist movement. And… I don’t know the answer to that.”

Why did Cary save teenage Zachary Mirren? Nina suspected Cary used and manipulated him, knowing he would eventually be president.

Albert shrugged and sat back with a sigh. “Either way, we know Renacer Cary is dangerous. You’ve witnessed terrible things he’s already done. I can’t even start to imagine it.” He gave her a bleak look. “I think it’s more ethical to go after Cary than Mirren.”

“I think you’re right.”

Albert hunched over the folding worktable, squinting at the device in his hands. “You mentioned a magnet goes in this capacitor. What kind of metal?”

“Dysprosium.” It reminded her of collecting it with Mac, and she smiled until she saw Albert’s expression.

He set the capacitor down and looked at Nina, dark eyebrows knitted together. “That’s not easily obtained around here. Almost impossible to get in its purified form.”

Dread filled her. Of course… according to Albert’s notebooks, it was hard to get dysprosium in this time. That’s why he had to use neodymium to transport Sophia in 2026…twenty-four years from now. “Crap. I was in such a hurry to get here, I didn’t think about it.”

“How did you get it?” he asked.

“Large-scale mining on the moon began – begins – around 2050, and dysprosium becomes easy to find. It’s used for all sorts of electronics.” Nina tucked a loose curl of dark hair behind her ear. “We use it in all kinds of things – phones, network vehicles, and so on – because it’s a magnet with such high thermal neutron absorption. Super heavy for its density.”

Albert blinked. “We mine on the moon? Wow.”

She returned his smile. “Your first machine, in about ten years, uses neodymium as a substitute. You test it on your dog and use it to send Sophia back briefly… incompletely. It’s not sufficient to send a person entirely.”

“Right.” Albert nodded. It was remarkable how he took it all in stride. She supposed he’d had time to get over the initial shock of time travel the first time her older self visited him two years ago. She was grateful for that.

“They can only partially materialize,” she explained. “The traveler risks cardiac arrest if the trip is too long. Later you use dysprosium—you wrote that in your notebooks—that you obtained from NASA before….” She stopped. She couldn’t tell him he would go missing in 2030… could she? How would that affect the future?

“What?”

Nina twiddled the pendant beneath her shirt in her fingers. “It’s just… I don’t know how much to tell you about your future.”

To her surprise, Albert smiled. “Excellent point. There are so many ethical dilemmas that arise when we talk about time travel. One could base an entire philosophy course on it.” He looked dreamy, smiling at nothing.

The words slipped out before she could stop them. “You disappear.”

“I…” Albert blinked. “What?”

“You disappear. Poppa Malcolm told me he messed up somehow.” Nina squirmed under Albert’s startled gaze, fearing she’d said too much. “Soon after he traveled, you… you disappeared. I don’t think he ever forgave himself.”

She fingered her amulet, anxiety running through her. Albert looked like he wanted to ask questions, opening his mouth a few times before closing it with a slight shake of his head as though silently berating himself. He distracted them both by nodding at her amulet. “What’s that?”

Nina glanced at the golden atom on the chain, oddly heavy for its weight. “Oh. It’s a present. From you, actually.”

“From me?”

“Yeah.” She smiled, showing him the atom design. “It was in the suitcase with your notebooks….” Her voice trailed off. With everything that had happened, she hadn’t spared much thought for the necklace that came with the suitcase. Was this piece of jewelry more than just a present?

“Albert, hand me that knife-edge file.”

Excitement rising in her chest, Nina took off the necklace. She had grown so used to wearing it that her neck felt oddly light when she held the atom design in her fingers. She examined it and found a thin line where the gold plate connected. She made a tiny nick through it.

“Hey, what are you doing to my present?” Albert joked.

Nina didn’t answer him but prized open the necklace. She gasped in excitement as she held up the tiny block of shiny, white-gray metal that lay inside. She placed it into Albert’s outstretched hand.

“Wow.” He carefully held it up to the light between his forefinger and thumb. “I’ll test this in the lab tomorrow, but I think it’s safe to say this is what we’re looking for.”

They exchanged excited grins. “By the weight of it, I’d guess that’s enough dysprosium for at least two trips,” Nina said.

“Future-me is brilliant,” chuckled Albert.





Chapter 20

March 29, 2002



It felt like a long time since Nina had driven through the American countryside without seeing fields of rotten farm animals and streets of motionless corpses. The trip from California to Oklahoma was full of lights, people, and life in the cities, beautiful rolling hills, and gas stations. She caught sight of other cars full of families and groups of friends, people walking their dogs. It was wonderful. It reminded Nina of what they were trying to save.

Something that struck Nina as odd was the sheer variety and chaos of vehicles on the roads. She felt on edge as huge semi-trucks, cars of all shapes and sizes, and motorcycles zigged and zagged, sometimes dangerously close to each other. There was a noticeable lack of railway activity as well. Albert seemed totally at ease and unaffected.

In her time, pill-shaped network vehicles flowed along at a steady rate, properly spaced. Only rarely would you see vintage vehicles like these. Also, in the 2070s, busy rail activity flanked most major roads, transporting passengers and freight with smooth efficiency.

They traveled for twenty-three hours straight in the moving van, which hauled both the time machine and Albert’s motorcycle, only stopping for food and restroom breaks. When they finally reached the outskirts of Tulsa at noon the next day, Nina was stiff and uncomfortable. Fresh anxiety washed over her at the enormity of the task ahead.

The plan was simple enough – Albert would keep Zachary Mirren away from the river, and Nina would assassinate Renacer Cary at the site of the historical near-drowning.

“But do you know how it will affect you if you kill him? Emotionally?” Albert asked. “And, what if something goes wrong? We could kidnap him instead. Banish his ass to the Stone Age.”

“And let him wreak havoc there instead?” she demanded. “No, he needs to be stopped. Permanently.” She thought of Thomas and everyone else who had died because of Renacer Cary.

After completing their tasks, they would meet at their campsite and send Nina back to 2076. Cary would never have the chance to negatively influence Zachary Mirren or start the Revelationist movement.

Albert’s cell, a flip phone, had been ringing the whole trip. The ringtone was a chipmunk voice version of a pop song, something that sounded ancient and a little cringy to Nina but had nonetheless made her smile when she’d first heard it.

Now it was the thirtieth time the annoying song had blasted through the car, making her nervously glance at the young man driving. He grimaced and pulled over, then answered it.

Nina looked out of her window, though it was painfully obvious she could hear every screaming word Sarah said.

“What the hell are you doing? Leaving me a note that you and that skanky cousin are going to a conference? I’m here alone with the baby! I didn’t even get a call from you.”

“Yes. We…” Albert gave Nina a look somewhere between exasperation and hopelessness.

“You know what, Albert?” Sarah snarled. “A friend of mine does DNA testing. I gave her your toothbrushes. You better hope Nina is your cousin, or we’re finished!”

Albert rubbed the bridge of his nose. “I assure you, we are related. You’re overreacting, Sarah. Calm down.”

Nina winced. Her great-grandfather might be a genius, but telling a woman to “calm down” was pretty stupid.

“Calm down?” Sarah shrieked. “You get your ass back home now! Nina has to go. She’s not welcome in my home ever again, do you hear me?”

Albert hung up on her mid-rant, which Nina thought was both remarkably brave and really dumb. Her chest tightened as Albert gave her a weary look.

“You have to smooth things over,” she said, her palms dampening. “You have to stay together. If my grandfather isn’t born next year….”

“A grandfather paradox, isn’t it?” Albert shook his head, and Nina wondered if he was considering how much more complicated things would get with a new baby in the mix. “The DNA thing shouldn’t be an issue. You and I will share about the same amount as first cousins do. Twelve percent, give or take.” He sighed. “Don’t worry. I’ll make sure things work out, even if I have to grovel and beg. We’ll have Malcolm. I don’t know how long our relationship will last, but I can promise you that much.”

Nina said nothing, staring at the windshield while Albert switched off his phone and the moving van roared back to life. Poppa Malcolm had said his parents divorced when he was a teenager, but she shouldn’t tell Albert that.

It was so strange to know his history, to hold his fate in the palm of her hand. It occurred to her that they had created another paradox in her telling Albert Poppa Malcolm’s name. She sat back in her seat, letting the familiar rumble of the van soothe her tired thoughts as they entered the woods surrounding the Verdigris River.

◆◆◆
 
The van was too small to sleep in, and a motel was expensive, so Albert had brought two small tents. The forest was a pleasant place to wind down and camp.

“Here.” Albert threw her a little flip phone. “I got you a burner phone.”

“Thanks.” She turned it over in her hand, then flipped it open and smiled, amused at the primitiveness of the plastic, tiny screen, and rubbery number pad. This felt like ancient technology.

“What?” asked Albert, seeing her grin.

“It’s nothing. Want some help setting up the tents?”

Early the following day, Nina awoke to the scent of cooking eggs and bacon, making her stomach groan with hunger. The dim gray of sunrise filtered through the canvas of the little tent. She had slept much better the previous night, perhaps tired from the ride in the van.

She greeted Albert, where he crouched in pajamas, cooking breakfast over a campfire.

“I left some coffee for you.” He nodded to a metal post resting on a folding table.

“Thanks.” She helped herself. The bitter flavor was so robust after weeks with no sense of taste that she almost choked. Her hand shook as she lowered the cup. Was she really going to attack a man today, maybe kill him?

She thought of the man she had shot and killed in the far-off future. That had been in the middle of a siege, with their lives in immediate danger. This would be different. Could she do it?

She sat at the folding table and added sugar to her coffee, her jaw tight with her dark ponderings. Yes, Renacer Cary was undoubtedly evil. His followers had killed her family and friends, shot Mac’s father, and taken women and children as prisoners. His influence had helped shape and strengthen the Revelationist movement that carried out the toxin attack.

It was horribly ironic that the fact Cary was back in 2002 was all her fault. If she’d never built the time machine, he wouldn’t have come back to save Mirren from drowning. Her thoughts went to the journals Albert had left her.

“You wrote that I built the original time machine in the 2090s.”

Albert set a paper plate of food in front of her, steam rising from thick sausages, the yellow yolk of the eggs wobbling in his hand. He sat down. “That makes sense. When you last visited me, you looked older. In your thirties, maybe. The 2090s would be about right for that time frame.”

A chill ran through her. “Why would I travel again?”

If they managed to stop all this from happening, what reason would there be for Nina to build another machine and go back even further in time? Was it something worse?

Or was it the same?

“I don’t think this is the first time we’ve done all this.”

“What do you mean?”

She picked up her food, though now her stomach curdled with anxiety. “I have a feeling those of us who survived the toxin have been trying to change the past through time travel. Again and again.”

Albert swallowed, his Adam’s apple bobbing up and down. “It’s… definitely possible. This could be a different iteration than the original. You didn’t say much to me the last time you visited. Nothing about Cary or toxin attacks. But you can’t go back and ask yourself… so how would we ever know?”

They ate in silence, each lost in their own thoughts. The bacon and eggs were delicious. She had never tasted anything so wonderful. The yolks were rich, and the bacon thick and salty. She closed her eyes in bliss, chewing slowly. “I suppose it doesn’t matter.”

They would just have to succeed this time.

Their plates clean and the camping gear packed up, Albert wheeled his motorcycle from the moving van. “I’ll see you soon.” He gave her a quick hug, which surprised her. She hadn’t hugged anyone since before time traveling. His lip quirked in a shy smile before he pulled on his helmet and rode off. She watched until he disappeared around a hill and the roar of the engine faded.

She felt the comforting weight of her pistol and pulled it from her waistband. She checked the magazine was full, then slipped the gun into a large pocket of a pair of cargo pants Albert had given her. She liked these; they had an elastic waist and so many pockets. They were a little long at first, so she’d grabbed some scissors and trimmed the bottoms. It turned out uneven, but it didn’t matter. The material brushed her ankles as she got the burner phone from Albert. It was seven-thirty in the morning. She had to find her hiding spot and await her target.

She grimaced as the need to empty her bladder swelled. She was surrounded by thick trees with plenty of cover, not that anyone was around. Nina searched in the bags until she found toilet paper, then jogged to the nearest thicket, pushing aside bushes until she found a small clearing. She pulled down her pants, the breeze tickling her skin, and squatted.

As she sighed with relief, a twig snapped behind her, loud as a gunshot. Panicked, Nina fell sideways, dirt and twigs scratching her hip. She yanked up her pants, hissing in fear as a shadow fell over her. She stared up in horror.

Renacer Cary above her, salt and pepper hair shining in the slits of golden sunlight coming through the branches above.

He barked a laugh, startling a few birds nearby. “Fancy meeting you here.” He smirked. “And nice ass.”

Nina’s skin prickled, the same horrible vulnerable feeling she’d gotten when he’d kissed her. It threatened to take over for a moment, her heart thumping a frantic beat like a caged animal.

Then Mac’s face came to mind. Thomas’s. She had to remember what was at stake.

Sucking in a breath, she scrambled away and to her feet, unzipping the pocket holding her pistol. She fought to stay calm as she backed away and said in a shaking voice, “Excuse me? Do I know you?”

“Don’t play dumb, Nina Perry.” Cary’s eyes narrowed to slits. “Of course, you know me.”

He lunged. She hadn’t been expecting it. She gave a yelp, falling back as Cary’s weight fell on her, tackling her to the ground. The breath whooshed from her lungs, and she fought to gasp, panic blackening her vision as Cary straddled her, his eyes wild and his teeth bared.

Major’s instructions floated across her terrified mind. Go for the eyes, the crotch…

Using all her rage, Nina jerked her knee up and hit him in the groin. Cary groaned, his eyes bulging, his whole body stiffening as he rolled off enough for her to shift under him, rustling over the broken twigs and stones as her heart screamed. She shuffled along, grabbing the gun from her pocket with trembling fingers.

With a growl, Cary knocked her hand with a brutal swipe. Pain flashed through her wrist, and the pistol fell to the ground. Teeth gritted, Nina rotated her wrist toward his thumb and pulled it loose from his grasp. She kicked hard at his knee, and his leg crumpled beneath him.

“Little… bitch!” he snarled. Sticks and leaves stuck to his red face as he reached for her gun.

Nina kicked out again, catching Cary in the temple. His eyes rolled, and he fell to the ground. He didn’t move.

For a long moment, Nina lay panting, her heart hammering in her heaving chest. Cary lay still. A few nearby birds twittered and flew off, and a breeze rustled the leaves. Nina’s breaths steadily slowed.

She snatched up the gun, willing her hands to stop shaking. She pointed it at Cary, her finger resting on the cold metal of the trigger. She had shot a gun many times before, trained to hit targets. This target was unmoving. One shot, and the danger would be over. Cary would never influence Mirren, and the Revelationists would not win. The toxin attack would never happen.

Nina’s mouth tightened, anxiety twisting itself in a tight ball in her gut. She hesitated. Cary lay sprawled on the ground, his chest slowly rising and falling, eyes closed. He was powerless.

It was one thing to shoot someone in self-defense, someone who was attacking. But to kill an unconscious man was another thing entirely.

She hadn’t thought this through.

Nina had thought the fact the world was at stake would make assassinating Cary easy, at least morally. She tried to summon her anger. She remembered seeing Thomas’s body lying slumped in the dark mansion as she fought to tamp down the rising fear and questions about her own morality.

Maybe she didn’t have to kill him in cold blood. If she could get him to the time machine, she could send him somewhere far away where he wouldn’t be able to hurt anyone, as Albert had suggested before. Now, faced with the real prospect of murder, it seemed like a good idea.

She wiped her face, letting out a rattling sigh, then pocketed the gun. She grabbed Cary’s ankles, grimacing at the weight of his unconscious body. Puffing, she slowly dragged him to the campsite, grateful for Major’s training and her fit body. Dragging him along the ground was bad enough, so getting him into the time machine would be even more challenging. But she could figure that out later. Maybe Albert could help her when he got back. She would just need to tie him up really well.

Dragging Cary was slow work. He lay like a dead weight as she pulled him out of the copse of trees and back towards the campsite. Sweat beaded her brow. Her bladder was still full and close to bursting. Her muscles burned as she dragged him along.

Finally, she pulled him beside the moving van. Nina’s shirt stuck to her frame, her forehead damp. Cary gave a moan, his eyelids fluttering, and she stopped, her heart seizing.

“Shit.” She dumped his unconscious form unceremoniously and ran to the cab for some rope. It seemed forever before her fingers finally closed on the thick twine behind the front seat.

She kept glancing behind her, one hand on the gun in her pocket. Cary wasn’t moving. She approached him cautiously, then kicked him hard in the ribs. No response. He lay steadily breathing.

Blowing air out of her mouth and silently reminding herself to be brave, Nina took his limp wrist and knotted a loop around it.

She reached for his other hand.

It snatched up and grabbed her arm.

Nina gave a pained gasp as he pulled her down. His eyes snapped open, mouth curling into a feral grin. “Nice try.” His fingers dug into her arms, bringing a startled cry from her mouth. “You thought you’d catch me by surprise, little Nina?”

Nina gaped at him. Then she snapped her head forward, cracking her forehead into Cary’s nose.

He screamed, voice nasally, and his grip loosened. Gasping, with pain lacing through her forehead, she staggered back from him and pulled out her gun.

There could be no hesitation this time. Blood pouring from his dented nose, feral rage in his eyes, Cary rose and lunged for her. She raised her gun and fired.

It’s a target. Just another target.

Bang.

Cary stopped short, eyes widening. He looked down at the bullet hole in his side, then his face contorted in rage, and he ran for her again, stumbling along, fingers outstretched to choke the life from her.

Bang. The bullet hit his chest. But he growled and continued toward her like a wild animal, spittle flying from his lips.

Bang. This time, the bullet hit him between the eyes.

Cary fell in a heap, unmoving. His head slumped to the side, and blood poured from the hole onto the ground. His eyes were open and unseeing.

Nina gave a choked sob, slapping her hand over her mouth. She staggered beneath the weight of emotions coursing through her. Terror. Relief. Nausea.

The gunshots must have been loud. No one was around, but people might come to investigate. Nina grabbed a tarp from the back of the van. Panting and trying not to get blood on her, she rolled the dead body onto it. It was slow, heavy work, and Nina didn’t realize she was crying until her teardrops fell onto the tarp.

Her arms ached, and throat hurt. Her heart was bloody ribbons. But she couldn’t stop.

She secured the tarp with rope and dragged the body toward the van. Blood was on the grass in a red streak. She heaved the bundle up the metal ramp at the back of the vehicle, the panic at being seen fueling her strength.

She settled the body beside the time machine and stood, hands on her hips, blowing air onto her forehead. She felt awful. Guilt wrapped itself around her heart. She may have done something heroic today, but it still felt horrible.

She rolled down the door, closing the back of the moving van.

She paused, looking at the blood on the ground. It was outside, and it would soon dry to brown. Would anyone think to follow a trail that could well be an animal’s? Renacer Cary wouldn’t be a missing person because he didn’t exist in this time. The thought was calming.

She hurried into the van’s driver’s seat, glad her weeks in the post-toxin world had taught her how to use old vehicles. She drove through the wooded area, trying not to think about the corpse behind her. She felt better when she’d left the bloody grass behind.

She drove until she found a well-concealed campsite surrounded by thick trees and bushes. Stopping at the turn of the dirt road, she marked a tree with the yellow bandana she’d kept from her group’s raid on the Atlanta compound.

She parked, sighing as she killed the engine. All she could hear for a moment was her breathing and the wind outside. All she could feel was the wild pounding of her heart.

After a few deep, calming breaths, she called Albert with her burner phone.

He picked up after one ring. “Hey, Nina. What’s up? Getting ready for your stakeout?”

Nina looked at her watch. It was only eight o’clock in the morning. How was that possible? She licked her lips, wondering how to tell Albert what had happened. Saying it aloud would make it all more real, and she hadn’t yet wrapped her head around the new reality. She’d delay. Ask how he was first. “Were you able to stop Zachary Mirren’s family from going to the river?”

Worries went through her head in the moment it took for him to answer. He hadn’t found them in time or had gone to the wrong place.

“Yeah, I stopped them.” Albert laughed. “I pretended I’d wiped out on my bike right in front of their house. Zachary’s mom insisted on getting me some ice for my ‘sprained ankle’ while I chatted with his dad about their fishing trip to the river. I told them I’d heard on the news the road was blocked, so they might want to try Yahola Lake instead, and it worked. Easy.”

“Right. Good.” Nina let out a breath.

“How about you? Is the lying-in-wait sniper plan going well? You think about what I suggested?”

“I…” Her voice trembled. She took a steadying breath, trying to smooth the anxiety storming in her chest.

“What’s wrong?”

“Nothing.” Nina hardened her heart against the guilt. She had done what she’d come here to do. There was no time to question it. “I had to relocate. I’ll tell you more when you get here. Just go a mile farther down the dirt road and turn right at the tree marked by a yellow bandana.”

“Right, okay.” Albert seemed to want to ask more but said, “Sit tight. I’ll be there as soon as I can.”

Nina paced, wringing her hands as she waited for Albert to arrive. She briefly marveled at how people didn’t have electronic maps in their pockets before smartphones and the network. The distracting thoughts were a comfort.

She couldn’t stop moving. She got into the moving cab, climbed back out, and sat to pick at the grass. She finished her second trip to the bathroom and heard Albert’s motorcycle approaching.

She met him outside, the wind making her shiver. Maybe not just the wind.

He parked clumsily and jumped off. “You okay, Nina?” He pulled her into a tight hug that made her squeak in surprise.

“Yes. No.” Nina broke down into tears, sobbing into Albert’s shoulder.

He held her like a brother would as she cried, all the tension, grief, and anguish of these past few days finally washing out of her. She kept hearing the gunshots in her head, seeing the blood run thick and fast from the bullet hole between Renacer Cary’s shocked eyes.

She finally calmed, quiet sobs still racking her body, and managed to tell Albert what had happened. His face was contorted in sympathy, or perhaps grief.

“At least it happened in self-defense, Nina, not cold blood.” His eyes widened. “Wait, that came out wrong. I didn’t mean it like that. I’m so sorry I wasn’t here to help you. If he’d killed you….” He sniffled. “You’re my blood. Like a sister to me.”

Nina nodded weakly and managed a smile. “Thanks, Albert.” She got the SkinMend ointment from her fanpack and handed it to him. “Can you put some of this on the scrapes on my back?”

“Of course.” Albert frowned at the tube. “Is this medicine from the future? Wow, cool.”

Nina turned and lifted her shirt, gasping as some of the dried blood stuck to the material tore free.

Albert sucked in a breath. “Crap, Nina, you’re all torn up.” He gently dabbed some ointment on her back, soothing the stabbing pains.

“This stuff is amazing,” he said in awe. “Your skin already looks healed.” He lowered her shirt gently.

“Keep it,” she said when he offered her the tube. “Now, let’s get rid of the body and get me back to my time. Oh, there’s something else.” She rummaged in the fanpack and brought out the photoblock. “I want you to have this. It’s a picture of me, my brother Thomas, and my dad Sebastian last year. I mean, um, 2075.”

Albert took the photoblock like it was fragile, emotion swimming in his eyes as he looked at the image.

He held it to his heart. “Thank you, Nina. Jeez, I…” He trailed off and shook his head. “I wish you could stay, but of course, you can’t. The longer you’re here, the more we risk disrupting the space-time continuum.” He glanced towards the van. “What do we do with him?”

Nina couldn’t leave Albert to get rid of a corpse on his own. “I know the perfect place,” she said. “The molten lava heart of the Kilauea Volcano in Hawaii.”

He chuckled darkly. “Nice. Dramatic.”

“Well, why not? We have enough dysprosium to jettison him and then send me back to my own time.”

She glanced around one last time to remember how the world looked in 2002. She wasn’t sure whether she would miss it, but things seemed simpler here. But as Albert said, she couldn’t stay.

They powered up the generator and then the time machine. They grabbed the body, taking care not to get blood on themselves, and stuffed him into the machine. His limp weight was heavy. Nina was panting by the time they got him inside.

“All right.” She stepped around to the front of the van and retrieved the phone from 2076 from her bag. She searched the coordinates and set the machine to 19.4069° N, 155.2834° W. Present time.

The machine rumbled and hummed, shaking slightly. Albert stepped back, his expression unreadable. They watched until the machine’s hum slowed, and it shuddered to a stop.

“And that’s that.” Nina sighed, opening the metal lid to reveal an empty time machine. As they spoke, Renacer Cary’s body would be burning away in the Hawaiian volcano, never to be thought of again. “Do you have a pen and paper?”

She scribbled a note to herself in the future, trying not to entertain the possibility she may not exist. If they had succeeded today, she wanted alternate-universe Nina to know where and when she would arrive. That way, they could decide together how to move forward. Could two of them exist in the same timeline? She would find out soon.

She folded the note and handed it to Albert. “When you put the things in the suitcase for me later, include this.”

He took it with a nod.

Nina took his free hand in hers. His fingers were cold. “It’s time for me to go,” she said softly. There was no point in hanging around. She had to see if the plan had worked, if all this had been for nothing or everything. “Thank you, Albert. I’m so glad I got to know my great-grandfather.”

Albert’s eyes were glassy as he took in her face. He embraced her, pulling her to his chest with a sniffle. “Someday, I’ll see you again,” he murmured into her hair. “I know it. In the meantime, I’ll keep an eye out for Revelationists, Zachary Mirren, and a lady named Sophia. I’ll keep my marriage together and raise your Poppa Malcolm.” He was smiling when they pulled away. “Malcolm. I’ve always liked that name.”

“Thank you,” she said. “For everything. Most of all for believing in me.”

Albert gave a rattling sigh, like he fought not to weep. He gripped her shoulders. “You’re strong, Nina. More than you realize. I’m so proud of you.”

Warmth infused her as she grinned at him. “I’m proud of us! We did it. And if we didn’t… I’ll be back. So, you better hope you don’t see me,” she added.

Albert snorted. “I’ll be here.”

Turning so Albert wouldn’t see the tears in her eyes, Nina set the machine for Thanksgiving Day, noon, 2076, and the coordinates of her bedroom in her father’s home. There were several reasons she chose to return to this time and place. With it being eight months after the toxin attack, she would have a better idea of the results of her actions in 2002. If all had gone well, her future self would be visiting Arizona on break from college. She hoped all of her family and friends would have survived, that many would be there, at her father’s house, for the holiday. And, finally, if nothing had changed for the better, she would at least materialize in a safe place, far away from the conflicts in Alabama and South Carolina. In that worst-case scenario, she would stay in Phoenix, build a new time machine, and try again.

Nina took a steadying breath, flexing her fingers so they wouldn’t shake. She straightened, looking at Albert with resolve, and gave him a reassuring smile and a nod. She was ready.

“Goodbye, Nina,” said Albert as he slid the door closed. “Good luck.”

Nina closed her eyes as the machine vibrated and whirled, bracing for the familiar sensation of her body fading.





Chapter 21

Thanksgiving Day, 2076



Nina was lying on her back, with a soft carpet beneath her. Her injured back still throbbed, and slowly her vision returned. She saw the white ceiling and lighting of her bedroom in her father’s house. A shape stood above her. When it slid into focus, it was like looking in a mirror.

Alternate-Nina gasped. “Oh my God, it’s true.” Her hair was neater, and she had makeup on her face. Awe flashed across her expression. “Um, are you okay?”

Nina’s limbs prickled, feeling slowly coming back to them. She gave a slight nod and a weak smile to the other Nina. She had so many questions, but right now she just had to concentrate on not passing out. “Yeah, I’m fine.” She groaned as she struggled to sit up.

“Here, let me help you.”

Alternate-Nina took her upper arm.

It was like a lightning bolt, a burst of electricity so sudden and powerful it blew her back onto her back.

I hope I didn’t just implode the universe, she thought in a daze before her vision went black.

◆◆◆
 
Memories merged.

Nina groaned, her throat dry. She woke sprawled on the floor, the carpet against her cheek. A flood of two versions of memories merged within her mind. She blinked and looked around, her limbs heavy and her movements sluggish. Alternate-Nina was gone. The universe had found a way to solve the disruption of the law and conservation of mass. It had found a new equilibrium.

She gasped as memories clashed and overlapped. They were almost the same until their senior year of high school. Poppa Malcolm… he had found and beaten cancer five years ago. And Dad…

Dad was still alive.

Nina sobbed into the carpet, emotion crashing over her. Dad was alive. Poppa Malcolm was healthy. What she had done had made a difference.

Nina was home for Thanksgiving. It was her first trip home since starting her studies at Caltech three months ago.

She sat up, the dizziness fading. Her bedroom was pretty much as she remembered, with a twin bed in the corner and its worn Matrix comforter, posters of scientists on the walls, and her worktable with its recycled bins holding all kinds of scrap metal and bolts and nuts.

Her eyes fell on the nearby table, where Albert’s old suitcase lay. On top was the note she had written in 2002, the edges worn and yellowed. Alternate-Nina’s clothes lay in an untidy heap beside her on the floor.

Nina still wore Albert’s cargo pants and shirt, bloodied and torn in the back.

People were waiting for her. It was Thanksgiving, after all. She got up and changed into the clothes the other Nina had been wearing: black jeans and a long-sleeved t-shirt with a ridiculous cartoon chicken asking, “What the cluck?”

She giggled.

She finger-combed loose twigs and debris from her hair and brushed it until it was big and frizzy. Giving up, she wound it into a bun.

She picked up the hastily scribbled note she had written to herself.

Please be in your room at noon on Thanksgiving, 2076. You will see another version of yourself (me) appear from a different timeline. I have just returned from time traveling to the past and look forward to meeting you.

Sincerely, Nina Perry

Though she had only written it fifteen minutes ago, the paper was worn with age, and the scribbled ink faded. How did Alternate-Nina feel when she opened the suitcase and saw her own handwriting, telling her to wait here?

She recalled handing the note to Albert, how much he had helped her. “We did it, Albert,” she whispered, a smile spreading on her face. “We saved the world.”

Her new memories told her he still disappeared in 2030. She hoped he had prepared, and had a full, if hidden, life.

A knock on the door jerked her out of her thoughts. She stuffed the note into the suitcase as Thomas called, “Hey Nina, lunch is about ready. Everyone’s here – Poppa Malcolm, Aunt Lillian, Margot, and her grandkids, Liz and Mac.”

Elation burst through Nina at the sound of her brother’s voice. She pulled open the door and beamed at him. He was healthy and unharmed. Her heart sang with joy as she threw her arms around his neck, breathing in his scent and holding him close. She wanted to sob and scream with happiness. “Oh God, Thomas, it’s so good to see you.”

Thomas gently pulled away. “Thanks, but I saw you like two hours ago. When you went to your room to nap, or change, or whatever.” He gave her a puzzled look.

Nina needed to tone down her excitement. To the people here, life had been normal. If she gushed over everyone, they’d think she was nuts, but… how could she resist? She had seen Thomas die. Now he stood before her, healthy and happy.

“Well, yeah, but you know,” she said, giving him a broad grin. “With your new job at the hospital and me being away at university, I hardly see you.”

“Eww, Nina being sentimental,” Thomas joked, mirroring her smile. “Well, it’s true people do miss me if they’re away from me too long. I get it.” He laughed. Nina giggled, too. It was so amazing to see him. “Come on down. Everyone wants to see you.”

“I can’t wait.” Nina breathed, trying to tamp down her excitement. She wanted to scream it from the rooftops to a city that was no longer full of the rotting dead. “I saved the world!”

She followed Thomas into the living room, taking in his familiar gait, his dark hair with a hint of red, her heart soaring. Margot, her hair now bright purple, stood beaming with her arms open for a hug as soon as they walked through the door. Mac and Liz trailed her.

“Nina, ma chérie, look at you! You’re all grown up.” She cupped Nina’s cheeks, a look of motherly pride on her face. “We haven’t seen you in, what, four years?”

Nina hugged her close. This version of Margot wouldn’t have to carry a gun and fight Revelationists.

A flash of red curls caught her eye. Mac stood there, giving her a shy, awkward look as his hair flopped over his eyes. Her heart melted at the sight of him, at the memory of their embrace on top of the Bezos Tower, and their first kiss.

But none of that had happened in this timeline. She had to remember that.

She grinned at him, and he smiled back, accepting her hug with tentative care.

“Sit with me,” she whispered in his ear. He cleared his throat nervously, those hazel eyes she loved so much blinking with surprise.

“Nina, baby.” Aunt Lillian pulled her into a warm hug. “How’s my favorite niece?”

“I’m… good. Amazing, actually.” She held her aunt, so strong and determined, tight to her. “How was your trip?” Alternate-Nina’s memories told her Aunt Lillian had arrived from Alabama by rail that morning.

“Smooth as could be, despite holiday traffic.” She held Nina at arm’s length, her brown eyes looking her up and down. “Something’s different about you.”

Nina swallowed. Could she really sense Nina was different, that part of her was from another timeline? After all, Aunt Lillian was aware that others in the family had time traveled, if she believed it.

“Let’s just say I’m back from a long, successful travel.” She winked, and the corner of Aunt Lillian’s mouth curled up.

“Well, I can’t wait to hear about it.” She planted a kiss on Nina’s cheek. “I’m glad you’re back and all right.”

A movement in the corner of the room caught Nina’s gaze. It was Poppa Malcolm, rising from a nearby armchair. Nina’s breath caught as she took in his strong, healthy physique, glowing skin, and the lack of a wheelchair. Emotion blossomed in her chest. Poppa Malcolm was okay. He was healthy.

“We definitely have a lot to talk about.” She gave Aunt Lillian a reassuring smile. “Let me go say hi to Poppa first.”

“Go see him, honey. How about lunch and a nice long chat tomorrow?” Aunt Lillian gave her a knowing look, squeezing her wrist.

“I’d love that.” She rushed to her grandfather. “Poppa!”

“Hey, sweetheart.” Malcolm stood tall and easy, so different from the frail, dying man she had seen all those weeks ago. She hugged him, going gentle out of habit, but he pulled her to him and squeezed her tight. Tears welled in her eyes as she felt the power in his muscles, the rumble in his chest as he chuckled against her hair. “How’s my little scientist? University treating you well?”

Nina wiped her eyes as she withdrew from him. “Yep. How are you feeling these days?”

“Fit as a fiddle!” said Poppa Malcolm. He flexed a slim arm, a twinkle in his eyes. “Healthy as a horse. One hundred percent cancer-free, according to my oncologist.”

“Cancer-free,” Nina whispered, happiness bursting in her heart.

“You know, my dear, I’ll have to tell you the story about how a warning from my daddy, Albert, saved my life. You might find it interesting.” He raised his eyebrows in amusement as she blinked at him in shock.

“Come on, everyone. Food’s getting cold. The drone delivered it fifteen minutes ago.”

Nina barely managed to contain her gasp. That voice. It belonged to the man she had grieved and missed more than she could bear.

Her father appeared in the doorway, straight-backed and handsome. Nina couldn’t take her eyes off him, taking in his every movement and sound as they all moved to the dining area. She had spent three months mourning him, obsessing over what she would have said to him if he were still alive, over what he had said the last time they’d seen each other. After all their struggles, she had finally been coming to terms that he was gone.

Now he stood here in the flesh, his eyebrows quirking in the same way Aunt Lillian’s did. Shrugging off the moment, he glanced around at everyone as Nina took in the familiar dining room, with its blue and white theme. The kitchen counter sat groaning beneath plates of delicious-smelling food. She inhaled the aroma with delight.

“All right, we’re going to do this buffet-style,” said Dad. “Help yourself to a plate at the counter and sit where you like.”

The guests chatted as they went to get plates. Nina hung back, suddenly nervous for some reason. She felt in awe. She took in every detail of his face, her heart aching.

“Dad…” She had no idea what to say. She had spent the last ten years not knowing what to say to him. She had never quite been able to relax around him after Mom left, and he’d thought of sending her away.

One of the last things he’d said to her was, “You only care about yourself.”

Did he still think that? The pain of the words was no longer sharp but a dull ache. Nina knew the truth about herself.

She did care about others. She had put her life and future on the line to save the world.

“Go ahead and grab your plate, Nina,” said Dad before she could think what to say. He was distracted, not looking at her as he watched the crowd in the kitchen with nervous energy.

Mac smiled at her as he piled food onto his plate, nearly elbowing Liz in the face. Nina grinned at them and went to fill her plate, suddenly ravenous. She was desperately thirsty, too, and made a beeline for the cups of water.

The scent of gravied turkey, greens, and cheesy mac filled her nose. Never would she take her senses for granted again. There was so much to look forward to. Hot showers, spring blossoms, the streets full of people again. To be able to taste and feel… everything.

She sat between Dad and Mac as the others chatted and laughed about things that were so marvelously mundane. Nina found herself giggling along even though she’d missed the jokes. She could hardly believe she and Albert had done it. For the first time in a long time, she relaxed. The food was just like she remembered. No, a hundred times better.

Liz fawned over Thomas, laughing at his jokes. At the table’s end, Poppa and Margot were absorbed in an animated conversation about sci-fi films and the merits of holovid versus traditional screen.

“We’ll watch it later, won’t we, Nina?” said Poppa Malcolm. Nina hadn’t even heard what movie he was talking about, but she nodded eagerly. Sitting and watching a movie was a luxury she hadn’t enjoyed in a long time.

She felt someone looking at her and turned her head to see Mac watching her.

“You’re at UCLA now, right?” she asked.

“Yeah,” he said, his lips quirking as he tore his gaze away to cut into the turkey. “How’d you know?”

He made it to that college. “Poppa must have told me.” She gave him a flirtatious smile when he looked up, wanting to lean in and kiss him. She had to remember Mac barely knew her. Exploring factories and building the radio antenna had, in this timeline, never happened.

She felt a pang at that. But it was more than worth it.

“We go to school in the same city,” she said. “Want to hang out sometime?”

Mac’s face brightened. He brushed his fingers through his hair, making her heart skip a beat. “Heck yeah. I mean, I’d love to.”

They were exchanging numbers when Dad’s voice floated over the table, his words making her heart seize.

“I’m telling you, Lillian. We’re so close to busting this thing wide open.”

Nina froze, her vision tunneling to where Dad sat with animated excitement. Aunt Lillian gave him a small, thoughtful frown as she nodded, halfway through carving into her turkey.

Nina searched her memories, and her heart sank. The Revelationists still held power, and her father continued to be involved in the Anti-Revelationist movement. How had they still come to power?

The Nina of this time hadn’t paid much attention to politics and had never heard of Renacer Cary. Nina swallowed against the nausea of two clashing memories, focusing on what Dad had said.

Had they failed to stop the toxin attack after all? Had they simply delayed it?

Crap, crap, crap!

“Nina?” asked Mac beside her, lowering his fork. “Are you okay?”

Panic shot through her. She was on her feet before she knew it. “Dad!” she hissed. “You can’t go to work tomorrow!”

Surrounding conversations died as people turned to stare. Nina’s face felt hot, her chest heaving as her heart galloped in her chest. The thought of losing Dad all over again was more than she could bear.

Dad looked confused. He glanced at the others, annoyed. “What?”

“You can’t go to work tomorrow.” Nina seemed to have forgotten how to breathe; black spots danced in the corners of her sight as she burned beneath her family’s gazes. Beneath Mac’s. “Something… bad will happen. You have to believe me.”

Dad scoffed. “Nina, what’s gotten into you?”

Nina’s lip trembled. She wanted to sink onto her chair and disappear. But Aunt Lillian took Dad’s shoulder. “Sebastian, wait. Let’s listen to her.” She nodded to Nina. “Go on, honey. Tell us.”

Nina looked around the table. She was surrounded by people she loved and trusted. They didn’t know, but they had fought, bled, and died together.

She made her decision.

“I have something to tell you all.”

The others put down their knives and forks, straightening and watching silently. Only Poppa Malcolm spoke. “Sweetie, what is it? I promise we’ll help any way we can.”

Nina searched for the right words, wondering how to put the adventures of the past months into a few sentences everyone could digest. Finally, she let herself blurt it out, tension winding through her body.

“The truth is that I’m a time traveler,” she said. “And I’m afraid something terrible is about to happen.” 

 
The End
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