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			For my mother, Charlotte Peña.

			To the best mom I could ever hope to have, thank you for everything.

		

	
		
			Chapter One

			Jackson Riley’s breathing became labored even as he saw the bright light soar low in the sky above them. He jogged down the stretch of beach in front of the house he had reclaimed with Nadine Dardenne, who ran along beside him. The stars reflected on the ocean to his left, and he couldn’t help but watch the waves roll in toward him, the foam almost glowing in the moonlight. It had been at least five years since Nadine and he had last seen the cyborgs (or whatever they actually were), which had destroyed the world as they knew it. Now, everything was primitive and quiet. Jackson missed his former job as a freelance photographer, his life now full of gardening plots, home repair, and other physical labor. But he had survived, whereas most of the world had not. That was something he could not ignore. He knew he should count himself lucky, but the new world was difficult and dangerous. There were still roving gangs who stole from others for supplies instead of foraging like everyone else. Jackson and Nadine usually carried weapons everywhere they went, although, at that moment, they were unarmed.

			But the streak of light had caught his eye. There were so few lights in the new world that he noticed it immediately. Watching intently, he followed it with his gaze as it descended into a field in the near distance. Was it simply a meteor, or was it something else? He knew he should return to the house for one of his guns, but he was afraid he wouldn’t find the location again if he left. Looking at Nadine, he tried to gauge her reaction, but she simply appeared frightened and not curious at all. Perhaps she was right to be scared, but he felt the need to check it out. This stretch of beach belonged to them as much as anything belonged to anyone anymore. That made it their responsibility.

			All he had to do was point in the direction the object had fallen, and Nadine nodded, already knowing what he wanted to do. They’d lived together long enough that she knew his moods, and now she knew he was going to go investigate whether she went along or not. That was not a good idea. So, he headed across the dunes, looking over his shoulder and knowing she would follow. Normally, he would have simply asked, but they were near enough that he didn’t think it would take long to get there anyway.

			They crossed over into the tall grass beyond the beach and then had to be careful in the uneven terrain. Jackson crouched down slightly as if he might be observed by someone, but he didn’t chance bringing out a flashlight. Of course, in the new darkened world, everyone everywhere brought a light with them. He peered ahead, seeing a glow in the distance where a few trees had grown past the grassland. But the ridge blocked his view of whatever was causing it, and part of him feared the entire area might be on fire. Nevertheless, he continued walking, closer and closer, hearing Nadine’s labored breathing almost as much as his own.

			Normally, they both took a quick evening jog on the beach for exercise, although they were both exhausted by the time night fell. This time, it was being dragged out, and his legs felt like lead by the time he approached the site. Fear amplified his perception and visual acuity, and he paused just beyond the ridge to try to slow his breathing again before he peered over to see if there was anything amiss.

			In a clearing in the trees lay what was obviously an aircraft of some sort. It didn’t have wings per se, rounded and somewhat compact instead. But Jackson knew that no one had technology anymore. Several e-bombs had been set off when the cyborgs had invaded, and nothing worked anywhere. So, this was either not from Earth, or someone had developed a new craft from scratch. The second option seemed incredibly unlikely, given how people were living at near Bronze Age levels everywhere. It would require more research and development than before to build something like this, so he watched some more, his fear rising as he saw what looked like an opening appear in the side.

			Someone or something was about to come out. The structure was probably about the size of a medium-sized biplane but taller and not quite as long. Not knowing what to expect, he took Nadine’s hand, more to keep her from making a sound than for reassurance himself. But maybe he was more nervous than he realized. Her hand tightened on his, and he saw her crouch down next to him, trying to keep out of sight. He dropped to the ground beside her, waiting. Then, something appeared, something metallic and not human at all. It looked like a polished steel frame with an angular head and glowing red eyes embedded in it. The cyborgs. No. It couldn’t be. But he still saw their forms every night in his nightmares. He would never forget. And now, they had returned.

			─────

			Hurriedly, Jackson and Nadine made their way back to the house in the dark, nearly running, stumbling in the tall grass. When they reached the front door, he could hardly breathe, and she hadn’t fared much better. He collapsed onto the floor, closing the door behind him. Although he desperately wanted to do something to destroy the cyborgs, he didn’t know how. Nadine replaced the crossbar in its slot on the doorframe, then she slid to the floor beside him, defeated.

			“What can we do? We can’t let them take over again. We can’t!” he lamented.

			It was obvious that she agreed, but she didn’t say a word, unable to speak for a few minutes while she struggled for air. Then, instead of replying, she lay her head onto his shoulder, and he was afraid she would begin to weep. Her boyfriend David had been brutally murdered in front of her when the cyborgs had attacked the first time. Jackson couldn’t imagine how traumatizing it must have been, but she had rarely spoken about any of it in the interim. Instead, she seemed to be determined to move on. But it was never that simple, and he knew she would be thinking about David now and all that had happened five years earlier when he’d fled Smithton Lake with her.

			“We have to go back,” Jackson said finally, still not sure it was a good plan but not knowing what else they could do. They couldn’t just allow the cyborgs to do whatever they wanted, could they? They would never be free. It was what he had wanted when he’d decided to fight them years ago. But now they were in danger once again.

			Nadine lifted her head and turned to him. “What can we do? How can we fight them? We have nothing!”

			“We can’t let them gain a foothold here. It would mean starting all over again,” he protested, his green eyes imploring her. His brown hair had a few grays by now, but he tried to keep it trimmed regardless. He’d shaved his goatee, though, thinking it was too much maintenance, and it didn’t matter anyway. No one was there to care whether he dressed fashionably or not. There weren’t any fashions anymore anyway.

			Nadine’s straight black hair had grown down to her mid-back without frequent efforts to keep it in check. He’d trim it for her occasionally to keep it from tangling, but mostly she let it run free, sometimes tying it back from her face to resist the wind. Now, it was coming lose from the band she’d used, and it clung to her skin where she’d been sweating, although it wasn’t hot that day. Her hand brushed a strand of it back, and then she shook her head.

			“We have nothing!” she repeated, obviously terrified.

			He didn’t know how to convince her if he wasn’t sure himself. How were they supposed to fight the cyborgs? Part of him agreed with her, but there wouldn’t be anywhere safe as long as the cyborgs were back. He looked around briefly, noticing the walls of the quaint little cottage they had been repairing with his paintings on the walls. For the past few years, he’d been an artist. They’d fought off a few thieves until he’d put the crossbar on the door, but that was all. He wasn’t a military hero. He wasn’t anyone. She was right. What did he expect to be able to do?

			He sighed, exhausted, tired from both running and from adrenaline loss. “We have guns. That’s what we have. We can shoot them the way we did in the dome,” he suggested, remembering the dome over Smithton Lake where Nadine had blasted them apart when they’d attacked him. But they had to be the high-capacity weapons. Handguns did nothing. The bullets would only bounce off the cyborgs’ metal bodies.

			“We have to get in close for that,” she argued. “They could kill us.”

			“They could kill us now. We don’t have to go looking for them.” Looking into her brown eyes, the tears were already starting to form. He hated to say anything to upset her. But he felt he had to convince her, or he would end up going alone. She’d saved his life several times already. He hated the idea of going by himself.

			“Then why go looking for them?” she countered. She stared back, her cheeks now wet with her tears, but he knew by now that she wasn’t only afraid or sad. She was angry at him.

			His hand reached up to dry her face, but she swatted it away.

			“What else can we do? Please tell me,” he asked her. His voice was raised slightly, but there was no one around to hear them.

			“Run. We run,” she replied. “Someone else can kill them this time.”

			“But will they?”

			“I don’t know!” she shouted. “But you don’t know either, so please don’t act like we’re the only ones who can do this. We aren’t.”

			Biting his lip, he tried to decide if she was right. Maybe he was used to the idea of saving the world because it had been the two of them against the cyborgs several years earlier. But the other survivors had come out of hiding, and surely, he and Nadine weren’t the only ones who would fight them this time. Then, another thought occurred to him. Who else had seen the spacecraft land? Who else in that sparsely populated region might even know anyone else was there? What if they left things alone and more and more of the cyborgs arrived without any resistance at all?

			“What if no one else saw the ship land?” he asked, his voice near silent as he considered the implications. He didn’t want to ask her to go with him. He wouldn’t. But she was a much better shot than he was, although he’d been practicing. Her rage against them for what they took from her was such that she had much better focus and timing. If anyone could do what he wanted, it was her. But could he ask her to go with him just because he was afraid? Definitely not.

			“Okay. Get some sleep,” he told her finally. “We’ll think about it and decide what to do later.”

			“Do you think they know we’re here?” she fretted slightly.

			He tried to decide the best way to answer. “I think they don’t. The lights were out when they passed over.”

			Standing, she wiped her eyes and walked toward the bedroom, pausing to see that he was following her. He wasn’t sure if they were really a couple or just friends who shared a space together. She hadn’t said any words of affection to him, but then he hadn’t to her either. Five years earlier, she’d quit her studies at a university in Paris to live with David in Smithton Lake. It wasn’t as if Jackson felt she considered him a peer. He was quite a bit older than she was, in his mid-forties, whereas he knew she was in her late twenties. He’d had an established career and everything. His only real concern was that she might think of him as more of a father figure, which he hoped wasn’t the case. There were too few prospects in the world if that were true.

			However, instead of climbing into the bed, she reached into the closet and pulled out her overnight bag, slowly stuffing clothes into it as if she were concentrating as she did so. “What are you doing?” he asked, fearing she was leaving him.

			“We can go to bed somewhere far from here. I don’t want to wait until they find us.”

			Quickly, he took her bag away from her and set it on the bed. “What if they find us anyway? We don’t know that they won’t look.”

			“You’re going whether I go with you or not, aren’t you?” she challenged him.

			Sheepishly, he looked at the floor, avoiding her gaze.

			“Then, we go. But we’ll be ready to leave if our efforts fail. Is that acceptable?”

			He looked up again, realizing she had a lot more wisdom than he’d ever given her credit for. Bravery was one thing. This was another. He conceded that her plan made more sense. “Okay,” he agreed.

			─────

			He’d done his best to maintain the Humvee in the intervening years since he’d acquired it, although they had tried to avoid using it given that there was so little fuel left in the area. In the time they’d lived there, on the other side of the country from Smithton Lake, he had felt little desire to leave. It had felt comfortable and far from the stresses of his old life. It was as happy as he was going to be after the end of the world, he thought. Now, he wished they still had gasoline so that they could drive away and be back by morning. But all of the gas had degraded to the point that it no longer burned cleanly enough to be usable. With the world’s population so low and all technology wiped out, there was no way to refine any more fuel. Therefore, he and Nadine had rigged two mountain bikes with small, wheeled trailers behind them for storage. He put his bag behind the bike he used, the one with the green camouflage paint job. Nadine’s was red.

			Then they both began to pedal away from the small house that had been their home for the past few years. Jackson couldn’t help feeling a deep sadness, as if he might not see it for a very long time. But he rode out onto the road, keeping the headlamp on low until they were out of the town and back out in the countryside. Then, he turned out the light, riding only with the aid of the moon as he headed in the direction of the ship they’d seen. Their bikes went off-road at that point, crossing over the soft ground until they reached the bottom of the ridge. Jackson climbed off his bike, waiting for Nadine before heading toward the site where they’d seen the aircraft.

			He and Nadine climbed the rise until they reached the top, dropping onto the ground and peeking over to see what was now happening where they had been earlier in the evening. There were several more cyborgs, at least thirty, milling around in the wide clearing and setting up a small beacon of sorts at the center. It was cylindrical and had lights surrounding something in the shape of a cone at the top. That was definitely alarming. Jackson didn’t want them to be able to call more of the beings across the Emptiness, as they had called their home. He didn’t want them to be able to speak to each other either. Whichever the beacon was for, he knew he and Nadine had to destroy it, but there were definitely far more of the cyborgs present than he had expected. They couldn’t do this. They couldn’t. They would die.

			Looking at Nadine, he knew she had been right, and he now worried about what they could do to stop the cyborgs from taking over again. Could they do anything at all, or were they doomed from the very start several years earlier? Gesturing toward the beacon, he made a gun sign with his hand, signaling they should shoot at it and destroy it before fleeing. Nadine shook her head, but he removed the assault weapon from over his shoulder and aimed it at the small object on the ground. Several of the cyborgs waved tools around it or attached parts to it, making it hum even louder than before.

			“Now,” Jackson mouthed soundlessly at Nadine, who reluctantly removed her own weapon and aimed it across the clearing, resting the nose of her weapon along a fallen log and in a notch created by a broken limb for support. She nodded at him and held up one, two, then three fingers. At the conclusion, they both fired simultaneously, striking the beacon and then aiming for as many of the cyborgs as they could destroy. However, as soon as he’d paused, it was obvious that the bullets had no effect whatsoever. The cyborgs had made no move to react and simply continued on as before, the beacon completely intact and glowing as if something were protecting it from harm.

			Nadine seemed to notice his reaction, and she stopped firing long enough to see that his expression of horror was probably apt. Nothing. Nothing at all. Quickly, Jackson gathered up his gun, grabbed her hand, and raced away from the ridge. They’d given away their position, and it was to no avail, no avail at all. They reached their bicycles, sliding down the low hill and nearly stumbling onto their knees as they reached the bottom. Then, they hurried to climb onto their bikes, Jackson ready to go as soon as he saw that Nadine had climbed onto hers. They sped away from the site, heading away from the coast, away from their new home, away from everything that had become familiar and safe. He no longer had a home, Jackson realized. Nothing would ever be safe again.

			─────

			“What was that?” Nadine asked as they rode away, heading they knew not where.

			“What do you mean?” Jackson tried to clarify.

			“Our guns didn’t do any damage. Why not?” she demanded as if he had any answers.

			“I don’t know. There must have been some sort of forcefield over it or something. Nothing we could have done would have destroyed it. We put ourselves at risk, and I should have known better. I should have known.” He stared ahead at the road, berating himself for his lapse. How stupid was he to think they stood a chance? They had nothing but projectiles. The cyborgs had real technology, things humans could only dream about at that point.

			“How could you have guessed that?” she asked.

			“Why shouldn’t I have known they had technology we don’t have? You said it yourself. ‘We have nothing.’” His voice wasn’t even bitter. He had given up. What was the point anymore?

			He rode straight ahead, not looking at her. He couldn’t stand the thought that she might look at him in anger, or worse…pity. Instead, he closed up, and he didn’t even know how far he was going, where he would stop, or if he would stop. Maybe he would ride until he collapsed from exhaustion. Maybe he’d be killed just like David, and Nadine would be alone. But for how long? Did she stand a chance by herself? Well, maybe she stood a better chance than he did, he decided. She wasn’t as idiotic and impulsive.

			Then, he wondered if those were his real flaws after all. He’d never thought of himself as impulsive. Maybe it was simply a reaction to seeing the cyborgs again after so long. Maybe he thought they could defeat them because they’d done it once before. But now, he was facing the possibility that he’d risked Nadine’s life for nothing, and he didn’t want to be responsible. It was easier to say he was impulsive than dense. Then again, trauma did things to people. He’d seen it with Nadine, and while he’d been struggling to understand her, he had felt it had become easier when they no longer had to fear for their lives. She even had a sense of humor that he had started to appreciate. He felt bad that he had never let her express herself before.

			Finally, he had to admit to himself that he was traumatized too. He wasn’t immune. He was human, and he was afraid. That had always been difficult for him before, admitting that he had flaws and that he was allowed to feel fear. Now, he didn’t want to default into his old patterns just because the threat had returned. He didn’t want to take his frustrations out on Nadine and shut her out as he’d done previously. But would she retreat into herself as before, hardly speaking? Probably, if he didn’t give her the opportunity to speak out. If he continued the way he was going, she would likely feel it was useless to say anything at all. If he didn’t listen to her, what would be the point? And then, she’d probably resent him and everything he represented: the loss of David, the return of the cyborgs, and the loss of her innocence.

			“I should have listened to you,” he said, although minutes had passed with him pedaling in silence.

			She turned to him, but her expression was kind. “We’d still be doing what we are now. It doesn’t matter.”

			“What if they come looking for us?” he asked.

			“They would have whether we were right there or not. Our shooting at them wasn’t a threat. They’re going to do what they came here to do, then they’ll probably eliminate everyone who’s left. That’s everyone, not just us.”

			“This is, strangely, not comforting me at all.” He sighed.

			“You asked. I’m just telling you.” She turned back to the road, and he feared that he’d offended her.

			“So, what do you think we should do? Just go somewhere and hide just like before?”

			“Just until we can figure out how to destroy them. Then we’ll destroy them. Like before.” Her voice was firm, and he smiled at her confidence. It was reassuring.

			“What if there are more of them?” he asked suddenly. “What if that wasn’t the only ship that landed?”

			“Then, we’re dead,” she replied. That wasn’t reassuring at all.

			─────

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			Their bikes pulled into a parking lot behind a small nondescript hotel. They’d seen so many in the past that it didn’t stand out at all. It was one of the hundreds of thousands of plain white buildings they’d seen. Only a non-operational neon sign out front indicated that it was somewhere they hadn’t stayed before, as none of those had one. Jackson paused, sitting still a moment, bereft of the life he’d built for himself before he finally slid off the bike. He took his bag and waited for Nadine, who took her own bag out of her trailer and followed him to the back door.

			Carefully, he opened it a crack, then shone his flashlight inside to check for other occupants, slowly casting the beam around until he was satisfied that the office was empty. Then, he waved Nadine forward, and they both entered the room, closing the door as silently as possible. Then, Jackson cautiously went into the darkened lobby, somehow looking both modern and ancient in 1980s design, his heart racing at the thought that they might not be alone. Nadine was behind him, her weapon held at the ready, just in case. He led the way around the bottom floor, checking the kitchen and dining room, before they went upstairs to check the guest rooms. Once they were satisfied that the hotel was empty, they hurried downstairs to barricade the doors and windows, pushing the bulky furniture up against the glass, heavy wood and metal around the ground floor.

			As it was not summer as before, they were saved from the stifling conditions on their previous run across the country, but the still air was uncomfortable as they didn’t dare open any windows. He chose a room at random, and they were lucky that the fire failsafe meant the doors were unlocked without the power on. They closed the door and flipped on the deadbolt, then pushed the table in front of it. The room had peeling yellow-gold wallpaper and avocado green bedspreads like it hadn’t been redecorated in decades. Lastly, they pushed one of the mattresses up against the window so that they could use the flashlights without being spotted.

			Jackson threw himself back on the second bed, covering his face with his hands and feeling like it was far too soon to be doing this again. He didn’t want to. It was distressing that things could change so much and yet go back exactly to what they had been like before. Nadine went to the restroom, closing the door for privacy. Thinking about it himself, he realized he probably needed to refresh himself as well, but he didn’t feel like getting up.

			When Nadine returned, she had her hair down, and her skin looked slightly wet, as if she’d splashed water on her face. She lay beside him on the bed, mostly because there wasn’t another place to lie down. Even the house they’d been sharing had only one bed. He supposed they could get separate rooms, but he was used to her presence by then. He wasn’t even sure he could sleep without her there anymore, although they had never been intimate. She had never indicated an interest, and he was afraid that any advances on his part might be taken the wrong way. What if they were only meant to be friends or for him to simply be her protector and guardian (not that he thought he was doing a great job in that regard)?

			He could tell she wanted to talk, and instantly he felt himself want to close up. Was it a protective measure? Previously, he’d assumed it was a personality flaw, but perhaps he was much more vulnerable than he’d ever let on. Perhaps, he hid it from himself for so long that he wouldn’t have recognized it for what it was anyway. He turned to face her, forcing himself to make an effort, even if she decided to go to sleep and ignore everything that had happened after all. But she didn’t. She was looking directly at him.

			“Why did you rescue me five years ago?” she asked. The question seemed like it should have been something she’d have wanted to know years earlier, but instead, she was asking now. Did he even remember anymore?

			“I didn’t think about it,” he answered. “I just saw you
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