
Chapter One: The Highway at the Edge of Everything

The shuttle sounded like a man apologizing.

Every few minutes, some new system would groan or stutter or throw a warning light that I'd long since covered with electrical tape. I knew which ones mattered and which ones were just the ship venting its feelings, and I had neither the parts nor the patience for the second category. We had an arrangement, me and this thirty-year-old rust bucket. It kept flying. I kept not asking questions about how. Earth appeared in the viewport around hour six of descent, and I sat forward in my seat without thinking.

It looked the same.

That was the first thing that hit me — not devastation, not visible destruction, just sameness. The same cloud cover over the Atlantic. The same pale green smear of the eastern seaboard. If you didn't know, you might think nothing had happened at all. You might think people were still down there, going about their mornings, cursing at traffic, burning toast, making plans for the weekend.

You would be wrong.

I came in hard over what used to be the Midwest, following the old highway systems by instinct and the faint ghost of GPS data that still pinged from satellites with no one left to maintain them. The descent shook the fillings in my back teeth. One of the landing struts gave a shriek of protest when I touched down that sent birds scattering from a nearby overpass — I saw them, a dark cloud of wings against the gray sky, and felt something loosen in my chest.

Birds. Something was still alive down here.

The shuttle came to a stop canted slightly to the left, one strut having done exactly what I told it not to do. I sat in the cockpit for a moment after the engines cut, listening to the ticking of cooling metal and the faint moan of wind through the cracks in my hull. Then I gathered what I needed, popped the hatch, and stepped out into the silence.

It wasn't quiet. I want to be clear about that, because quiet implies peace, and this was something different entirely. The wind moved. Somewhere distant, something structural complained — a bridge settling, maybe, or a building that had been making up its mind about falling for the past three years and was getting closer to a decision. Leaves scraped across the cracked road surface.

But there were no voices. No engines. No music bleeding from apartment windows. No dogs barking in backyards. No children.

Nothing that required a human being to produce.

I walked for twenty minutes before I saw the first one. He was standing at a bus stop — or what remained of one, the panel advertising a film that had never gotten its theatrical release now sun-bleached to a pale ghost of itself. He was dressed in business casual. Slacks. Button-down, untucked. The kind of outfit that said I had a nine o'clock meeting.

His skin was the gray of old wood left out in the rain. His eyes were open and lightless, two flat pieces of something that had never been coal but looked like coal, looking at nothing. His posture was perfect, as if whatever had taken him had done it mid-stride and the momentum had simply never resolved.

I stopped in front of him. Studied him.

I'd heard the reports — everyone had, in those last weeks before the fleet launched. The Stillness, they called it, though that was a media name, not a scientific one. Nobody had a scientific name because nobody had understood it in time to name it properly. It started at the poles and moved inward, following some invisible gradient that the researchers argued about until they ran out of time to argue. It didn't kill you. Not exactly. It just — stopped you. Mid-sentence, mid-step, mid-breath. Left you standing like a figure in a painting, present in every visible way except the ways that mattered.

I reached out and touched his arm.

Cold. Solid. Not stone, but close — the feeling of something that had once been soft and warm and had slowly, over years, decided to become something else. I pulled my hand back and kept walking.

The city opened up gradually, the suburbs thinning from residential to commercial, the buildings getting taller and more sullen about their disrepair. Shop windows were still intact on some streets — whatever had come here hadn't come with violence. No looting, no fires. Just the Stillness, moving through like a tide, and then the long years of weather working on what was left behind.

I passed a playground where the swings were moving in the wind, empty chains creaking in irregular rhythm. I passed a restaurant with a menu board still lit in the window, the letters long since scrambled by dead pixels until they said nothing in any language. I passed a florist with dried flowers still arranged in their buckets, the colors faded to a uniform pale nothing.

I passed hundreds of the Stilled. Thousands, maybe. They lined the streets in the specific randomness of real life interrupted — clustered near intersections, standing in rows outside a cinema, one woman eternally crouched to retie her shoe at the base of a fire hydrant. A child reaching up for a mother's hand, the mother's hand already coming down to meet it, both of them frozen a half-inch from contact. I didn't look at that one for long.

The petrol station on the corner of what had been a major intersection was empty in every meaningful sense of the word. I checked the pumps out of habit, then out of desperation, then accepted what I already knew. Dry. Whatever fuel had been here had evaporated years ago, or been used by someone who'd come through earlier, or simply ceased to be through processes I didn't understand and didn't need to. I filled my water canteen from a rain barrel that had accumulated against the station's back wall. Not ideal. Better than nothing.

I kept moving, because stopping felt like a decision I couldn't take back.

The bus had come to rest against a collapsed wall like it had pulled over for a rest and simply never started again. The nose was punched in slightly from the collision, but the body was mostly intact, which in the taxonomy of things I'd seen in this city made it practically pristine. The doors were open, hanging crooked on stressed hinges. I don't know what made me get on.

Habit, maybe. Or the version of instinct that functions on hope rather than logic. I'd been running on the second kind for three years and I'd stopped being embarrassed about it.

I walked the aisle slowly, checking faces out of a compulsion I couldn't shake — every Stilled figure I passed, I looked for her. I'd been doing it since I landed. I would keep doing it. I didn't expect to find her this way. She wasn't the type to get caught mid-commute. She'd have been moving, doing something, trying something. That was Leah. She didn't stop.

I checked under the seats on the left side, then the right, then doubled back to a bench two-thirds of the way down where something had caught my eye without my brain registering what. I crouched.

There. Tucked against the back edge of the seat frame, where it wouldn't be found unless you were looking at the right angle. A small book, leather-bound, the cover swollen from moisture but intact. I pulled it out carefully. Inside: pages of a kind of personal catalog — small pressed flowers, dates, handwritten observations about weather patterns. Someone had been using this as a field journal. The writing was unfamiliar.

But folded between the last two written pages, there was a different kind of paper. Torn from something, folded twice. The handwriting on the outside said nothing. The handwriting on the inside said everything:

Meet me at the old clock tower. Come alone. —L I read it three times.

Then I stood up, hit my head on the overhead rail, didn't notice, and ran.

 



