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Prologue — The Seventh

The red sun no longer warmed. It only lit. Terxia’s oceans had withdrawn. The old beds had dried and broken into white cracks, each crack the size of a city. From orbit the planet was an eggshell, broken but not yet fallen apart. Where the coasts had been there were rifts. There were no clouds in the sky. There was no water left to make them. In orbit, a single hull waited.

It was not a ship. Ships were built to return. This was built only to arrive: long, dark, thin as a spear. A symbol had been carved into it, and beneath the symbol a row of notches. Seven notches. Six had gone before it; from five of them no word had ever come back, and the sixth was turning a distant world green. This was the seventh. The last one the planet could make. Whoever made it had wanted to write the number somewhere. They had believed the number would guarantee something. Behind the hull, higher in orbit, colossal dark ships waited. The rest of a people.

The probe fired. There was no sound. The hull broke loose and turned toward a blue point. A moment later the ships fired too. Another heading, toward a green point. Behind them the orbit emptied. Terxia was left alone. As the red sun shifted in the sky, the shadows of the cracks grew long and short. Then, inside the rifts, an orange light woke. Thin lines at first. Then webs. Something was rising from deep down, and the shell could not hold it. Terxia groaned, in a voice too low for a human ear. And split open from within.

Silent. Enormous. Fragments scattered with the light; the shock wave crossed the face of the red sun as a ring. Very far away, the seventh probe was lit from behind for an instant.

It did not look back. It had no eyes to look with.



Much later. Very far away. A dark, ancient hall, larger than a football field, its ceiling lost from sight. A fine dust on the consoles. Beyond a giant window the stars had become lines; the ship was travelling just behind the light. Deep in the hall, ten sleep pods. All of them occupied. Inside, tall, slender, male silhouettes: ten chosen ones, the whole future of a people. Along the walls, other pods, their lids open, empty; they would be filled when the watch was over. Beyond them, hundreds of empty berths, and above them dry, unused production tubes. They would be filled when the new world was reached.

At the center of the hall, around a light source set into the floor, a handful of thin, tall silhouettes. Motionless. Sentinels. A map rose from the light source and unfolded: not a map of stars, but of galaxies. In one galaxy, a dead point: Terxia. Beside it, a small cluster: the ships. In another galaxy, a green point blinked fast: Rexitar. The sixth probe’s world. The faster the light blinked, the nearer the work was to done; and now it was almost trembling. A dotted route ran to it from the cluster of ships.

At the edges of the map, five short routes going other ways; at their ends, five dark points. Five dead worlds, five wrong calculations. And one more dotted route, far longer: to a third galaxy, to a small blue point at the edge of a spiral disc. On the route, a light pulsed: green, yellow, green, yellow. On its way, intact. Each pulse was a low hum. It had been pulsing for fifty thousand years; for the sleepers, seven thousand. One of the silhouettes reached into the map. Six long fingers; the Terxians counted in sixes.

It pressed Rexitar once. The course. The blue point twice. The reserve. Green was certain. Blue was a chance. A people did not live on a chance; but it did not let go of one either. The frame around the map flashed green, twice. Then the map folded in on itself and drew back into the light source. The hall was dark again. No one spoke. One of the silhouettes lowered its head for a moment. Then they all turned and walked, slowly, back toward their open pods.

Deep in the hall, ten men went on sleeping.



The stars had become lines. At this speed, space narrowed ahead and slid into red behind. Inside the probe, two counters ran side by side. The first was the probe’s own time: two hundred thirteen thousand seven hundred years. The second was the time of the universe outside: one million five hundred fifteen thousand years. Ice formed on the hull, then frost, then ice again. Every micrometeor struck a spark, and every spark left a scorch mark. The hull carried every blow of the journey, like a logbook no one would ever read. Inside, glyphs pulsed. Slow, regular.

Then one of them changed. Braking sequence. A blue point appeared ahead. The point became a disc, and the disc a planet wearing a thin bright halo. The probe sent data. There was no one to answer; it sent it anyway, because that was how it had been made. Glyphs streamed: Water. Atmosphere. Temperature. Then a single word, green: Suitable. The retro-thrusters fired. The frost came off in sheets. The thrusters burned together. All but one. One fired at the wrong moment. The probe staggered. A glyph turned red. Then another. Calculation error. Beneath it, two lines:

Required velocity loss: ninety-nine percent.

Achieved: zero point eight percent.



Yucatán. Sixty-six million years ago. Morning. A hot, humid plain; ferns, standing water. At the edge of a lagoon, two tyrannosaurs were tearing at each other over a carcass: jaws locked on throats, blood running into the mud. All at once both froze; their heads lifted the same way. Neither had won; winning no longer meant anything. A long-necked herbivore raised its head too. On the black surface of its eye, in the middle of the reflected sky, a white point was growing. The sky tore open. The probe entered the atmosphere at close to the speed of light. The air in front of it was no longer air; it was a wall of fire.

There was no sound. Only white. Then the sound came: the whole world drawing a single breath. A wall of dust wiped out the horizon. Trees and animals were crushed inside the light. Lakes turned to steam. Rock became liquid, and the liquid became rock again. The plain was a crater in an instant. The crater was, in an instant, a column of dust rising into the sky. Then a long silence; the kind that announces the end of a species. Inside that silence, from deep in the wreckage, a low, rhythmic hum rose. It went on for a while. It faded.

No one heard it.



Today. Sixty-six million years after the impact.




Part One — Experiment




1 — The Analysis Hall

Mara

The rain has been hitting the glass wall with the same stubbornness for hours. Beyond the drops, very far away, a thin orange line marks the edge of Houston; in front of it, the dark pastures that separate the campus from the city. By day, cattle graze in those pastures; a billion-dollar research campus stands in the middle of Texas behind a window that looks out on cows. The hum of the air conditioning, the faint crackle of the holographic display and the rain have all settled into the silence of the hall. A semicircular room, its leather seats stepping down in tiers, it resembles an operating theater. On the wall, the company logo, SNT CoreX Dynamics, and beneath it, in smaller letters, the two names that make the company a company: PathfinderSNT • GenejectorSNT.

On the huge holographic display at the center, the Yucatán Peninsula turns slowly: green, flat, its coasts white. In the northwest, underground, there is a ring a hundred and eighty kilometers across: the Chicxulub crater, the end of the dinosaurs. And on the southeastern rim of the ring, three hundred and sixty meters down, a small, steady glow that appears in no book.

MARA MERCER steps closer to the display. In her late thirties, tired, sharp-eyed. Her hair is pinned up carelessly at the nape, a few strands that escaped the clip stuck to her neck; her thick-framed glasses have slid to the tip of her nose, the sleeves of her blazer are pushed up to the elbows. A pen between her teeth, her coffee long cold, the purple shadows under her eyes by now a part of her face.

Under the blazer, the top button of her blouse is open; the second one too. She did it in front of the mirror this morning, as she does every morning, deliberately. As a girl she had hated her body: her breasts had grown before everyone else’s and more than everyone else’s, and Mara had learned to stoop, to wear her older brother’s baggy sweaters, to walk with her books pressed against her chest. Then, at university, in a lab meeting, she had noticed something: the men at the table let their eyes drop once before they reached her slide, and after that one-second drop they listened to her. She has not hidden since. She pays it like an entrance fee; she hates paying it, and she keeps paying, because she has seen that the women who don’t pay never sit at these tables.

On her left wrist, a thin, worn silver bracelet with a tiny cross at its end, its edges softened by years of touching. As she watches the screen her thumb goes to the cross without her noticing and strokes it like a prayer bead. Behind her, the clink of ice; the smell of rum, cola and lime. Mara doesn’t turn. She doesn’t need to.

On the top step stands DAN JENKINS. Fifty, but he looks better than anyone at fifty looks: a dark suit of flawless cut, no tie, the collar of his white shirt open one button, nothing hurried in his movements. A lapis lazuli cylinder seal hangs from a thin chain at his neck; the cuneiform on the blue stone has been worn down by centuries of turning in the palm of some Sumerian steward. His fingers go to it often; he turns the seal one way with his thumb, stops, turns it the other way. In his other hand, a tall glass full of ice, a Cuba Libre, a slice of lime on the rim; in his shirt pocket, a cigar case. Dan never finishes a cigar; every time he lights one, takes a few draws, sets it down, and everywhere he goes, half-smoked cigars are left in the ashtrays.

“Dr. Mercer, the simulation is ready,” Nisaba says from the ceiling, a warm woman’s voice with a dry humor. “Watch it if you like.”

Nisaba: the artificial intelligence that runs the labs, the campus, the tower, Dan’s calendar and Mara’s datasets. Dan named her, after the Sumerian goddess of writing. She records everything and forgets nothing.

“Let’s watch,” Mara says.

On the display a metal hull appears, forty meters long, thin as a spear, and comes down over the crater from the northeast at a steep angle. Numbers run beneath it; Mara knows them without reading them, she has been staring at the same numbers for six nights.

“Mass, seven hundred tons,” Nisaba says. “Velocity very close to the speed of light. Kinetic energy on the same order as the best published estimate for Chicxulub.”

“This isn’t an asteroid,” Mara says wearily. “For an asteroid to carry that energy it would have to be eleven kilometers across. This thing is no bigger than an airplane.”

“Velocity is doing the work, Dr. Mercer. Not mass.”

The simulation has sliced the hull’s entry into the atmosphere into thousandths of a second, but even so the hull is almost invisible; the air in front of it turns to fire, and the fire swallows it.

“They couldn’t brake,” Mara says to herself. “They just… missed.”

“The deceleration system engaged, but too late,” Nisaba says. “This wasn’t a weapon. It was an accident.”

Dan comes down a few steps and looks at the screen, at the fire that is wiping a species off the face of the earth. There is a strange, almost peaceful expression on his face; as if he were looking at a painting, as if something he has waited a very long time for has finally been confirmed.

“What killed the dinosaurs wasn’t an intention,” Dan says. “It was a traffic accident.”

Mara doesn’t answer. Every sentence Dan says is a candidate for a headline; tomorrow in a presentation, the day after in an interview, a month later on the back cover of a book, the same sentence will be heard again.

“Origin?” Mara says.

“The muon scan is picking up a shape on the hull,” Nisaba says. “Cut deep, repeated along its length. It could be a place name. I can’t read it.”

Dan raises his glass slightly. “Then let’s give it a name. Terxia.”

Dan names everything: his companies, his software, his artificial intelligence, Mara’s projects. When he names something, it becomes his. On the display, a thin line stretches out in the direction the hull came from; through the crater, the atmosphere, the sky, all the way to the stars.

“Terxia,” Nisaba says. “Logged. Extending the trajectory backward, it reaches the constellation Taurus. The bearing matches a Sumerian tablet in a private collection: Tablet 1141-B, roughly four thousand five hundred years old. It shows a cluster of seven stars. The Pleiades. In Sumerian, MUL.MUL.”

In the corner of the screen a dark clay tablet appears, its edges broken; seven dots at the top, row upon row of wedge-shaped marks beneath.

“A myth,” Mara says.

“The translation reads: ‘From the house of the seven sisters, the gods came down sick and mingled with the soil.’” Nisaba says, as if Mara had said nothing. There is a brief pause. “The tablet’s provenance is not verified, Dr. Mercer. It is from Mr. Jenkins’s collection.”

Mara turns slowly to Dan, and Dan shrugs; an innocent, almost childlike gesture. Mara has been watching this shrug for eleven years. When Dan shrugs, it usually means he already knows something.



“There’s a problem, Mr. Jenkins,” Nisaba says. “In its own frame, the probe’s hull shows roughly two hundred thousand years of cosmic-ray exposure. At that speed, that means a million and a half years outside, which means a distance of a million and a half light-years. The Pleiades aren’t even four hundred light-years away. The distance doesn’t hold.”

“Because you’re still thinking in terms of distance,” Dan says.

“What should I be thinking in terms of?”

“Bearing.”

He comes down the steps to Mara’s side, in front of the screen; the seal turns between his fingers.

“Look at the sign you read as ‘the house of.’” Dan goes on. “Sumerian signs have more than one reading. The same sign can be read ‘beyond.’ In my reading the tablet doesn’t say ‘from the house of the seven.’ It says ‘from beyond the seven.’ Not from the Pleiades. From behind the Pleiades. It’s talking about Terxia.”

“There is no evidence to confirm that reading,” Nisaba says.

“Not yet.”

With two fingers he enlarges the tablet on the display, and the cracks in the clay surface turn into enormous valleys.

“Maybe we’re asking the wrong question,” Dan goes on. “Not how far away they are. Where did they come from?”

Mara finally pushes her glasses up with her index finger, hard. “The bearing matches, the distance doesn’t. In science that’s called an inconsistency, Dan. Not in a novel.”

“The bearing is enough,” Dan says calmly.

Mara folds her arms. She takes the pen out of her teeth and it begins to turn between her fingers. There is something she has wanted to say for a long time; in this hall, in this light, to this man.

“This isn’t a discovery, Dan,” Mara says. “It’s a responsibility.”

Dan smiles: warm, patient, a smile that objects to nothing. I know that smile. At conferences, at press briefings, in ministry corridors; behind closed doors, and once, somewhere beyond closed doors. Dan Jenkins’s most dangerous weapon.

“I never force anyone, Mara,” Dan says, smiling. “I just arrange the options.”

As he speaks, absently, with one finger, he pushes up the glasses that have slid down Mara’s nose again; an old habit. Mara doesn’t move.

The moment his finger touches her glasses, the sound cuts out.



Four months earlier. Dan’s apartment on the fifty-seventh floor of the tower. There is no bed; an armchair, a desk, glass cases along the wall holding tablets inscribed in cuneiform. Behind a floor-to-ceiling window the city’s night lights spread far below like a galaxy. The light is warm and golden; everything is arranged like the most beautiful scene in a film. Dan and Mara kiss: hungry, fevered, breathless.

Dan sets both hands on Mara’s collar and tears it open in one motion. The buttons spin in the air, flash like sparks in the golden light and fall into the dark, onto the carpet. In the same motion the bra comes down with the blouse; at the back the hooks give with a snap. Mara’s breasts are bare in the golden light, and in that moment Mara is not ashamed. When Mara wraps her arms around Dan’s neck and her legs around his waist, Dan lifts her, and her back meets the glass; the glass cold, the skin hot. Sweat, fog, the prints of two hands on the glass, appearing and vanishing.

Mara rides Dan, fast, hungrily. Her head thrown back, lips parted, eyes half closed; the pleasure can be read on her face and she doesn’t try to hide it. Her breath fogs the glass. Then Dan’s gaze slides over Mara’s shoulder to the window. He is not looking at Mara but at his own reflection in the glass; he is watching himself. One hand goes to Mara’s throat, first as if to caress it, then squeezing. Something opens in his face: pure, self-assured, a power that admires itself. The more he watches himself, the harder he squeezes.

Mara’s hands go to Dan’s wrist; gently at first, then pulling hard. Dan doesn’t let go. Dan’s eyes are on his reflection, his jaw clenched. Then his whole face loosens for an instant and he comes in broken breaths. It’s over. Only then does his hand relax. Mara slides down the glass onto the carpet and coughs; her throat burns, the marks of fingers redden on her neck. She gathers her torn blouse against her chest; the bra has ended up somewhere on the carpet, she doesn’t pick it up. In the glass she meets her own reflection: hair a mess, lipstick smeared across her cheek, tears in her eyes she didn’t feel arrive.

Behind her, deep in the reflection, Dan has already turned his back, walked to the desk and is dropping ice into his glass. The clink of the ice fills the room; calm, ordinary, as if nothing had happened. Something in Mara’s face settles quietly into place, like the bolt of a lock. This is not a relationship. It never will be. Later the same night. In the hallway of the building where Kael rents his apartment, one of the fluorescent tubes flickers; the old carpet gives off a damp smell. Mara stops in front of the door. She has buttoned her trench coat up to the throat, but the edge of the torn blouse shows at the collar; she has turned up the collar so no one will see the red marks on her neck.

She raises her hand to the door and stops half a centimeter before knocking. Her other hand, on its own, slides down over the trench coat to her groin and stays there; as if to cover the place she is ashamed of. She can still feel what Dan left inside her, and its seeping into her underwear. Behind the door, behind the thin plywood, there is a man, asleep or not asleep; she married him, she tried to give him a baby. The hand on the door trembles. A long moment. Then she lowers it, turns, and walks to the stairs, going down fast, afraid that if she slows she will turn back.



The sound comes back: the clink of ice, the crackle of the display, the rain. A second has passed, a second longer than it should have been. Dan’s finger has long since withdrawn, and Mara is still not moving. Then she takes a step back; her hand, without her noticing, goes to the collar of her blouse. The buttons are all there; none torn off. Only the top two are open, the way she left them this morning.

Dan seems not to have noticed anything; or he noticed and is pretending not to have. He pours a glass of wine from the bottle on the table, red, heavy, almost black when held to the light, and holds it out to Mara. The ice in his own glass clinks; the rim of the glass knocks for an instant against the lapis seal on his chest with a thin ring. The glass hangs in the air between them. Not again.

“No, thank you,” Mara says. “I have an early start tomorrow.”

When her hand doesn’t go to the glass, Dan holds it in the air a moment longer, then sets it on the table and takes a sip from his own.

“Yucatán, then,” Dan says.

“Yucatán,” Mara says.

Mara gathers her tablet, her notebook, her cold coffee and walks to the door. She feels Dan’s gaze on her back, and she doesn’t turn.



By the time she reaches the parking garage the rain has grown heavier. Mara gets into her car and, without starting the engine, takes out her phone; on the screen, at the top of her most-called contacts, the same name is still there: Kael. Her thumb waits over the name. In the faint light of the dashboard the cross on her wrist is a tiny glint; her thumb goes to it and strokes it once. She doesn’t call. She starts the engine and drives out between the dark pastures, toward the orange edge of the city.




2 — The Same Night

Mara

Four months earlier. Mara stops on the bottom step. Three floors up, at the end of the hallway, the fluorescent tube is still flickering; from here, from the bottom of the stairwell, it shows only as a trembling reflection on the ceiling. The door has stayed where it is: plywood and cheap paint, and behind it a man, asleep or not asleep. She doesn’t go back. She pushes open the building’s door and steps out into the warm, damp night. The rain stopped an hour ago; the puddles on the asphalt turn the streetlights upside down. Mara pulls the collar of her trench coat up to her throat once more; the buttons are already done, she pulls it anyway.

A taxi is waiting at the corner; maybe the one that brought her, maybe another. Mara gets in without looking.

“Where to?” the driver says.

This time the address doesn’t come by itself. Mara searches for it in her head the way she would search for a stranger’s.

“The Heights,” Mara says. “Columbia Street.”

The driver glances at her in the rearview mirror for a second. In the mirror Mara sees her own eyes and what the driver sees: tousled hair, two gray tracks of mascara under her eyes, a diagonal smear of lipstick across her cheek, a trench coat buttoned to the throat at one in the morning. The driver turns his eyes back to the road and switches on the radio, low; a Spanish song, a woman’s voice. Mara leans her forehead against the cold window. The city goes by: red lights, yellow lights, closed shops, the white glare of a gas station, a bridge. She sees none of it; behind her eyes something else turns, rewinding again and again from the same point: golden light, glass, a hand.

Her other hand is still over her groin, on the fabric of the coat. When she notices, she pulls it away, and then, not knowing what to do with her hands, she presses both between her knees.



The house is dark. The sagging porch step gives a little under her foot as always; the bougainvillea stands motionless in the dark. Red stubbornness. The key doesn’t go into the lock the first time; it does the second. The house has been quiet for more than a year; Mara has gotten used to the quiet, or thinks she has. Tonight the quiet is different, as if it has been waiting for her.

She doesn’t turn on the light. She lifts her hand to hang up the trench coat; the hooks are by the door, three of them, which Kael put up one Sunday morning at the wrong height. Every time she has to rise onto her toes. Tonight she doesn’t, and she doesn’t take off the coat either. In the dark, touching the wall, she walks to the bathroom.



The bathroom light is too white. Mara squints and turns the bathtub tap to hot, all the way. The water strikes the porcelain loudly and steam begins to rise. She doesn’t look in the mirror; she turns her back to it. Her fingers are trembling, so the first button of the trench coat takes two tries, then the second, the third. The coat slides off her shoulders and falls at her feet, a beige heap on the tiles.

The blouse has no buttons left; only two rows of broken thread along the edge. She slips it off her shoulders and the fabric slides down her arm, her wrist, her fingers and falls on top of the coat: white, torn, crumpled. There is nothing underneath. The bra stayed on that carpet on the fifty-seventh floor, at the foot of an armchair. When she lowers the zipper of her skirt, the skirt slides down her hips and knees and makes a ring around her ankles; Mara steps out of the ring, first one foot, then the other. The last piece comes down to her ankles. She doesn’t look at it; with her foot, without looking, she pushes it under the pile, somewhere it won’t be seen.

Her bare feet are on the tiles; the tiles are cold even under the steam. The big toe of her right foot, its polish chipped at one corner, curls slightly. She puts one foot on the edge of the tub; the water is too hot, she doesn’t pull back. The other foot. Then, holding the edge with one hand, she slowly lowers herself in. The water rises, doesn’t overflow, and the steam covers the mirror completely.



For a long time she doesn’t move. The water comes up to her chest; her hands are still gripping the edge, the knuckles white. In her ears the roar of the water, and under it, far away, her own heart. Then she picks up the sponge and starts at her neck, where the fingerprints are. She scrubs, once, again; the skin reddens, the redness covers the marks, Mara notices and keeps scrubbing. Shoulders, arms, chest, belly; hard, as if trying to remove a stain, a smell, a touch. Dan’s smell: cigar, lime, an expensive cologne, and under it something else, metallic and cold.

The water is clear, but when Mara looks at it she sees gray. When she lets go of the sponge it turns slowly on the surface. She doesn’t cry. There is a pressure in her throat, behind her eyes, but the tears don’t come. Her face is wet with steam, with sweat, maybe with tears; she can’t tell which. She pulls the plug and the water drains away loudly; from her chest, her belly, her hips. In the end there is only the cold of the porcelain under her skin.



The towel is white, thick, worn at the edge. Mara climbs out of the tub, wraps the towel tightly around her chest under her arms, tucks in the end and comes to stand in front of the mirror. The mirror is covered in steam, a silver fog; her silhouette in it is vague, its edges melted, like a ghost. She puts her palm on the mirror and wipes. A strip opens: her eyes. Another strip: her face, her neck. Her hair is wet and dark, stuck to her shoulders. The mascara and the lipstick are gone; the face is bare. And on her neck, where she scrubbed with the sponge, under the redness, faint shadows are still there: four on the left side, one on the right. The shape of a hand.

As Mara looks at them, the towel slips. The tucked end loosens on its own and the towel slides down her chest, her belly, her hips and falls at her feet. She doesn’t catch it. In the mirror, inside the wiped strip, there is herself; naked.



Her hands rise to her neck first. She puts her fingertips on the shadows, where Dan’s fingers were, but doesn’t make the same shape; she only touches, the way one probes a wound. Then her collarbones, then lower. Her palms rest on her breasts for a moment. Once Kael’s hands used to rest here; in sleep, callused, warm, wanting nothing. Tonight other hands have rested here. Mara takes a nipple between her thumb and forefinger, squeezes, and watches in the mirror; the way she would watch a specimen’s response to a stimulus. The skin puckers, the tip hardens, a faint shiver spreads around her breast. The body responds. Without asking her, without regard for what she feels, it responded tonight too.

And Mara recognizes the look of the woman in the mirror: the look of someone in front of a window, watching her own reflection. She pulls her hand away. Her hand comes down to her belly, below the navel, palm open, and stays there a long time; because once there was something there. Fourteen weeks, a small swell. Even in her sleep her palm used to rest on this spot, as if protecting it. The pale blue of a pair of pajamas. A stain. It was here. It was growing here. A little yellow bootie, a dropped stitch. And now, tonight, someone else here, in its place, where it was.

Her hand moves slowly down over her hips, below her belly, while she watches her own eyes in the mirror; like a scientist examining a specimen, or like a woman trying to find out whether her body still belongs to her. Toward the place between her legs. It’s still there; Mara knows it. What she felt through the trench coat in front of a door, what Dan left inside her. The water hasn’t taken it. No water will. Her fingers stop a centimeter away. Don’t touch. That’s his now. Full of what a man left behind while he watched himself in the glass.

And her face breaks.



A sound comes out of her mouth that she doesn’t recognize; something between an animal’s voice and a child’s. It rises from her throat, strikes the tiles and comes back. The tears finally come, all at once; hot, unstoppable, like a dam giving way, down her face, her neck, her chest. Mara runs. Coming out of the bathroom her wet feet slip on the hallway boards; she grabs the wall, gets up, and keeps running, in the dark, naked. The bedroom door is open. She goes in and throws herself face down on the quilt; her wet hair sticks to the pillow.

And she cries. For a long time, the quilt’s fabric clenched in her fists, her whole body shaking, like a child, like someone drowning, stopping to breathe and starting again. The sound is smothered in the pillow; there is no one in the house to hear it. The other half of the bed has been empty for more than a year; the pillow uncreased, the sheet flat. Mara has never moved over to that side, not even in her sleep. Now, crying, she reaches out and lays her palm on the cold sheet of that half.

Kael.



The crying doesn’t end all at once but like a wave drawing back; slowly, leaving wet sand behind. Mara is still lying face down. Her breath comes in broken pieces at first, then more evenly; her eyes are open, looking into the dark. The orange of the streetlight seeps through the curtain. The same curtain, the same light; the light that once fell on a stain. She waits without knowing what she is waiting for. And something inside her, quietly, settles into place like the bolt of a lock; a click in the middle of her chest. It isn’t a decision; it is noticing that a decision has already been made. It was made in front of the window, in the golden light, while Dan looked at himself. Mara only hears it now.

She sits up on the edge of the bed; naked, wet, trembling, feet on the floor, palms on her knees.

“Never again,” Mara says hoarsely, to the dark, to no one. “Never again, Dan.”

The sentence hangs in the air and Mara listens to it the way she would listen to a measurement in a lab. To be sure, she says it a second time. It’s true. The ten months are over: a key card, fifty-seven, a window, a jacket, an I’m here; all of it. Tomorrow morning she will see him in the same tower, in the same corridor, at the other end of the same conference table, and breathe the same air. But she will never go up to that floor again, never lean against that glass again, and that man’s hands will never be on her body again.

The cross on her wrist was there the whole time, in the bathroom, in the water, under the sponge. Her thumb finds it and strokes it once. She doesn’t pray. When she gets up she takes a big, gray, worn T-shirt from the closet. It’s Kael’s; he forgot it the night he left, or didn’t take it. She hasn’t worn it in a year. Now she puts it on; the fabric falls soft and old against her skin. This time she lies down under the quilt, on her own half of the bed. After a while, as she drifts off to sleep, her hand slides over to the other half and comes to rest on the cold sheet.

It stays there.




3 — Minus Twelve

Dan

The campus elevator descends at a meter and a half per second; Dan set the speed himself. The elevators in the tower travel at six meters per second, the people who ride them look at their phones, and when they get out they don’t remember what they passed through. On this elevator’s panel only three buttons light up: ground, minus two, minus twelve; the rest is a card slot. The seventy-two-meter descent takes forty-eight seconds and the pressure builds in the ears. Dan likes the feeling; going underground should leave a record in the body.

He glances at his watch. Steel case, cheap movement, a nineteen-dollar model in its day; a crack runs across the crystal from the upper left corner to the center. The strap is new, handmade Italian leather, a hundred times the price of the watch. The hour and minute hands have stood at 03:12 for forty years. Dan knows the watch doesn’t work; he looks at it about eleven times a day, not to know the time but to confirm that it is still stopped.

Beside him, BOONE studies himself in the elevator’s mirrored wall. In his forties, tall, lean; whatever the season or setting he wears cowboy boots, and he has worn them to a Senate subcommittee hearing. A toothpick between his teeth, two folding knives and a nickel-plated .44 Magnum on his belt. The leader of the Alpha Team, the SNT CoreX Dynamics security unit for, in his own words, “special jobs.” Eight years ago Dan lifted him off a gurney on minus twelve and put him at the head of Alpha; he has never told anyone how. The cost-benefit ratio is still positive.

Boone smooths his hair with the back of his hand, raises an eyebrow at himself in the mirror and notices Dan watching.

“Boss, you look awful thoughtful tonight,” Boone says. “I like thoughtful people. They usually tip well.”

“Boone,” Dan says.

“Shutting up.”



The elevator stops at minus twelve. The airlock is low-ceilinged, white, empty; a single eye scanner on the wall. Dan leans in, a blue line passes over his iris, and the heavy steel door rises vertically instead of parting sideways. Fourteen-degree air smelling of ozone comes out from under it. In the corridor, a shadowless blue-white light. A sign on the wall: -12 / GENEJECTOR RESEARCH UNIT. The clock on the wall at the end of the corridor runs backward; it reads 03:04 and flows in reverse. The engineers asked for a reason, Dan didn’t give one, and the clock was built.

Three glass enclosures, along both sides: D-1, D-2, D-3. DR. LEV HARTMANN waits with a tablet in his hand. Fifty-five, a coffee stain on his lab coat; in the last two years he has aged ten, and Dan measures it not by the number of wrinkles but by his posture. The fingers of his left hand rub his right wrist. When he sees Dan he takes half a step back, then pulls himself together. Dan notes it: every time, Hartmann takes half a step back, and the day he doesn’t, something will have changed.

“Dan,” Hartmann says. “You’ve come late.”

“You asked me to come at night,” Dan says. “Talk.”

“Three successes,” Hartmann says, pressing the tablet to his chest. “And one problem.”



D-1 is a primate. Host species rhesus macaque, sixty kilos, twice the species average; hairless, its skin pale gray and warm, a network of veins visible beneath it. Its facial symmetry is flawless within measurable limits: brows, eyes, nostrils exact to the millimeter, its hands long, its five fingers equally jointed. It comes to the front of the glass, looks at Dan and tilts its head to the right. Dan tilts his head to the right too. The primate waits, then straightens its head.

“Host species macaque,” Hartmann says. “Octopus neural arrays. PathfinderSNT mapped them, GenejectorSNT inserted them. Transfer success, ninety-four percent. Its trait is imitation: it sees a movement once and does it. Three days ago it learned Boone’s eyebrow raise.”

The primate turns to Boone and raises an eyebrow; the same speed, the same half-second delay, the same insolence.

“I own the copyright,” Boone says.

D-2 is a dog. A Doberman, thirty-five kilos; an extra ridge of spine along its back, uneven bony plates under the skin, the left side broader than the right. Its left foreleg is longer, so its body sways when it walks. One eye human, the other animal. It is standing in the far corner of the enclosure, facing the wall.

“Host species dog,” Hartmann says, lowering his voice. “The dolphin’s unihemispheric sleep array; so that one half stays awake while the other sleeps. Success, sixty percent. Its trait is asymmetry. And it can’t sleep, at all. The half-sleep didn’t take, and full sleep is gone too.” There is a pause. “I put it in D-1’s enclosure once. It attacked. D-1 didn’t run; it gave the movement straight back, the same lunge, the same teeth, the same angle. D-2 stopped, backed away, turned to the wall. It’s been looking at the wall ever since.”

He grips the tablet tighter.

“Symmetry doesn’t push asymmetry away,” Hartmann goes on. “It holds up a mirror to it.”

Dan looks at the dog’s back, at the uneven plates, at a system that was built wrong but keeps working.

“So God’s first attempts had flaws too,” Dan says.

Hartmann doesn’t answer.



D-3 is a lizard. A tegu, forty centimeters; its skin pearl-white and nacreous, its scales changing color in the light. Its body is as symmetrical as D-1’s, but at the tip of its tail, past the last vertebrae, there are two extra vertebrae with a gap between them.

“Host species tegu,” Hartmann says. “The axolotl’s regeneration array. Success, seventy-eight percent. Its trait is regeneration. I cut off its tail and it grew back in minutes; faster every time.” Hartmann hesitates. “And every time, one more flaw.”

Dan stands in front of the glass. The lizard doesn’t move; its scales lift and settle in the current of the ventilation.

“How big a flaw?” Dan says.

“It can’t be measured yet,” Hartmann says. “If I take one more tail, I’ll know.”

“The live-subject protocol is not recommended, Mr. Jenkins,” Nisaba says from the ceiling.

Nisaba never gives a warning twice; she always logs the first one.

“I didn’t ask you, Nisaba,” Dan says without taking his eyes off the lizard. “Hartmann. Don’t take the tail again.”

Hartmann is surprised, nods, and holds out the tablet. On the screen are three curves: one climbs, one runs flat, one collapses.

“That’s the problem in the report,” Hartmann says. “When compatibility is high, the body accepts; D-1 isn’t aging, not one aging marker has changed in six months. When compatibility is low, the body tries to erase itself. D-2 doesn’t sleep, doesn’t eat, it’s consuming itself; D-3 is on the same road, every regeneration one more flaw. The body is correcting a sentence that was written wrong, and every time it adds a new typo.” Hartmann pauses. “I call it rejection.”

“If the body rejects it, the door is closed,” Dan says.

“Or we’re forcing the door with the wrong key,” Hartmann says, with something in his voice Dan has never recorded before, something like courage.

Dan’s thumb goes to the seal and stops. He looks at the watch: 03:12. His thumb runs along the edge of the crack that has been the same for forty years.

“I’ll find the key,” Dan says to himself.

“Sir?” Hartmann says.

“Nothing.” Dan hands the tablet back. “Tomorrow, bring me blood work on all three. Everything.”



He turns back to D-1’s glass. The primate is sitting, head tilted to the right, watching him with its flawless face and its skin that never ages.

“God is whoever writes the code, Boone,” Dan says. “I write code. Look at that glass; I made that. How is it different from what God made?”

Boone turns his toothpick and looks at the glass, the primate, Dan. “No different, boss. You just work longer hours.” Boone laughs at his own joke. “By the way, you might take a look at my missing parts while you’re at it. My mercy, for instance. Never worked; not since the factory settings.”

Dan doesn’t answer. He gives the primate a salute with two fingers, outward from the temple, and the primate returns the same salute at the same angle, with the same delay. And behind the other glass, D-2, facing the wall, turns its head and looks at Dan. One eye human, one eye animal; both say the same thing.



On the way up, Dan doesn’t look in the elevator mirror. Boone does, fixes his hair, mutters something; Dan doesn’t listen. His mind is in Yucatán, three hundred and sixty meters underground, at the bottom of a pit he has been pouring money into for two years. Down there, something has been waiting for sixty-six million years. Mara calls it the bone, Nisaba calls it the specimen; Hartmann calls it nothing, because he doesn’t know about it. Dan calls it the key. When the elevator reaches the ground floor, rain greets him outside, and parking-lot lights breaking on the wet asphalt. He looks at his watch once more: 03:12.

“Fifty,” Dan says, so low not even Boone hears it.

He walks to his car.




4 — The Bag

Kael

The bag made the same sound with every punch. I trusted that sound. When a man reaches forty-three, the list of things he trusts gets shorter. Mine went like this: the bag, black coffee, a Black Hawk’s checklist, and a familiar step on a fourteen-step staircase. The last one comes up once in this story. So do the others.

Six in the morning. The apartment was empty. A floor mattress, unopened boxes, a table, a chair. Fist marks on the walls; the plaster crumbled, then smoothed over with a thumb. I’d been living here eighteen months and hadn’t opened a single box. Opening them would mean admitting I was staying. When a man stops being honest with himself he makes up rules like that; I’d made mine up and I kept to it, which is something.

The first thing I did on the first day wasn’t open the boxes. It was read the room. Door: one, opens inward, plywood, two-centimeter latch, one shoulder hit. Window: facing the street, third floor, a fire escape below it, rusted; it’ll hold forty kilos, I’m not sure about eighty. Bathroom window: small, frosted, a child could get through. Exits: two. Blind spot: the hinge side of the door. I’d laid the mattress there, in the corner someone opening the door wouldn’t see.

I’d done it without thinking. I always did it without thinking. Some people walk into a house and look at the kitchen; I look at the exits. Mara once said it was a kind of courtesy: I let the house tell me how I could get away. Mara found a beautiful name for everything. The bag hung from a hook in the ceiling. Old. The leather cracked, the seams coming apart along one edge. I’d bought it the year I joined the Army. It had seen three moves, a marriage, a separation. It had complained less than I had.

Left, left, right. To the ribs. Left, right. To the jaw. I was shirtless. I didn’t look in mirrors, but I knew what one would show: old, well-closed scars on the chest, the arms, the back. On the inside of the left forearm, cigarette burns in neat rows; round, white, the size of coins. Somebody had made them like keeping a ledger, dropping to the next row when one was full. Across the back, diagonal lines: cable. On the left shoulder, a deep, puckered wound: a hook and three weeks of fever.

Once, in the first year of our marriage, Mara kissed those scars one by one. She didn’t ask about any of them. I fell in love with her for that. Maybe only for that; but I don’t know whether a man can have a better reason to fall in love. Left, left, right. The rhythm broke. The fist went past the bag and into the wall. Plaster rained down. I pulled my hand back. The skin over the knuckles had split; blood ran down to the wrist, thin and straight, a line on a map.

My hands were shaking. I didn’t look. Years ago, in an Army psychiatrist’s office, I’d learned not to look at my hands. Does the tremor bother you, Mr. Mercer? No. What bothers me is not being able to stop it. The man wrote something down. I never found out what. I think he wrote patient has a sense of humor. Or no sense of humor. Both would have been true. The phone rang. On the table. One word on the screen: MARA. It rang. It rang. It stopped.

I didn’t answer. I hadn’t answered since the night I left the house. I didn’t know what I’d say. I was afraid of what she’d say. Divorce papers, maybe. Not maybe; that was worse. Divorce meant an end. An end meant admitting something was over, and I didn’t admit anything was over; that’s why I didn’t open the boxes. An engineer would call it system consistency. A psychiatrist would call it something else. I opened the drawer. My hand had gone there on its own. Inside, a small, yellow, hand-knitted bootie.

One. Its pair was never knitted. A stitch had dropped in the sole; a small gap. Mara knitted it when she was just starting to show, in the evenings, on the couch, leaning on my shoulder. She saw the dropped stitch and laughed. I’m not going to fix it. Let that be its first flaw. I don’t want a flawless child. The needles were still in it. I’d never taken them out. I lowered my fists. I closed the drawer. Slowly. As if something were sleeping inside. I stayed with my back to the room. My shoulders shook.

I was crying. Silently. I’d learned that too, in another room, behind a door, while someone listened; a prisoner who makes a sound has given the guard something. A broken breath through the teeth. That’s all. I cried that way for eight months, and twenty years later I still didn’t know any other way.



That evening, when I got back from my shift at Myrmex, there was a voicemail on the phone. Mara — 0:14. I sat down on the mattress. No light. The phone’s screen drew a blue rectangle on the ceiling. Outside, a dog barked and stopped. I played it.

“Kael… it’s me.” A pause. Rain behind her, or air conditioning. “There was something I needed to tell you about Dan. Never mind.”

That was it. Fourteen seconds. I played it again.

“Kael… it’s me. There was something I needed to tell you about Dan. Never mind.”

Again. Every time, in the same place, on the word Dan, her voice slipped a millimeter. I didn’t hear it the first time. I heard it the third time. By the fifth I was sure. Listening to radio traffic teaches a pilot to hear the cracks in a voice; if a tower controller’s voice slips a millimeter when he says copy, he didn’t copy. This wasn’t fear. It was the voice of someone who’s put something in her mouth and didn’t like the taste. Dan. I knew the name. Mara’s boss. On the cover of a magazine, in a suit, smiling. The man who takes the line apart. I’d never met him; I’d never gone to Mara’s work events. I don’t think I wanted to meet him.

My thumb stopped on the Call back button. It shook. I locked the screen. I lay down. Eyes open. My face was wet; I noticed when I turned toward the pillow. The other half of the bed was empty. The sheet flat, the pillow never dented. I’d never slept on that half. The mattress was a double; the seller said there was no other size left. I didn’t argue. Thinking about it now, maybe not arguing said something. I got up. I opened the drawer. I took out the bootie. With my thumb I found the dropped stitch. I ran over it. Again. Again. Like a prayer bead. Like Mara stroking her cross; I noticed that right then and stopped my hand for a moment, then went on.

“What if I wreck one more thing,” I said.

No one answered. Not even the boxes said anything. I left the phone face down. Holding the bootie, for the first time, I lay down on the empty half of the bed. I buried my face in the undented pillow. It smelled of detergent. Mara’s smell had never touched that pillow; how could it. I was still waiting for something. A man will sometimes wait for something even from a pillow with no smell. My shoulders shook once. My breathing slowed. The bootie slipped from my fingers onto the sheet.

I slept. Dreamless. For the first time in months.



In the morning, a thin line of light came in under the door. I was on the floor, my back against the door. I didn’t remember when I’d come there. I’d heard footsteps on the stairs, and the steps had stopped in front of my door. Instead of getting up and opening it, I’d sat down behind the door. I’d done that without thinking too. Some nights my body decides before I do; I only read the report afterward. The staircase is fourteen steps. The sound had stopped on the eighth, a breath, then gone on. One person. Carrying something: something in the left hand, the steps leaning right. No heels; flat soles.

I knew who it was. From the steps. Mara put a millimeter less weight on her right foot than her left; a habit left over from ballet lessons she took as a child in Minnesota. She wasn’t aware of it. Eleven years, and I’d never told her. Some things a man knows about his wife belong to him; if you say them, they become hers. Outside the door stood Mara. I could hear her. The rustle of her trench coat; I didn’t need to see it, it had been the same beige trench coat for eleven years. Paper cups touching. A bag being folded. Her breathing: short, uneven, sleepless.

A hand rose to the door. The chain of her bracelet clinked. Then nothing. The hand had stopped half a centimeter before knocking. Between us there were four centimeters of plywood and cheap paint. A fist goes through it. It won’t stop a bullet. A woman’s breath gets through. I learned that that morning; materials analysis sometimes surprises you. For a moment her breath stopped. She was listening. Then it started again, slower. Something touched the door. Flat, wide. A palm.

On this side of the door, a meter below that palm, my hands were locked between my knees. I didn’t move. If I moved I would open it. If I opened it I would see that night in her face: the corner of the nightstand, the stain spreading on the floor, my own fingers dialing the phone wrong three times. Or I wouldn’t; I would see only Mara in her face, tired, sleepless, two coffees in her hands. That was worse. Then I’d have to explain to myself why I’d left. A television from the floor below. A morning show, someone laughing. A door slammed. Minutes went by. I didn’t count them. For the first time I didn’t count something.

The paper cups were set on the floor. The bag rustled. Footsteps went down the stairs; the right foot a millimeter lighter. They grew smaller. They were gone. I opened the door. The hallway was empty. On the floor, two paper cups. On the lid of one, in marker, in her handwriting, a single letter: K. It was still hot. Black, no sugar. Eleven years and she hadn’t forgotten. I hadn’t forgotten her coffee either: black, one sugar, not stirred. That’s what the remains of a marriage are; nothing big, a letter on the lid of a cup.

I opened the bag. Inside, a chain, and on the end of it a dented metal plate. A dog tag. MERCER, KAEL J. Blood type, service number, a blank in the religion field. The night I left the house, stuffing my things into a bag, I’d left it on the nightstand. I hadn’t forgotten it. I’d left it. I’d decided I wasn’t that man. A dog tag belongs to a soldier; I was a man who’d thrown his wife against a wall. I weighed it in my palm. It was heavy. It had always felt heavy. At twenty-three, in Anbar, when it stuck to my throat inside an irrigation canal, it was heavy too.

From the window, down below, a car was pulling away. Gray. The driver’s hair gathered at the nape. It turned the corner. I didn’t put the tag around my neck. I put it in my pocket. I looked at the boxes. I didn’t open any of them. But something had changed. I’d understand it later. If two people on the two sides of a door have held their breath at the same moment, however cheap the plywood is, that door is no longer just a door.
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