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In memory of “Sandy” Clarence Daniel Sandfort 

September 19th, 1946 – November 2nd, 2024

Miss you, Dad. I wish you could have gone to Mars.
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Let me start by saying that I did not know just how big of a journey I was embarking upon when I conceived of the idea for G581: The Departure. And it actually took me several years to figure out what the heck happens next after “Daniel Zradce opened his eyes” at the end of the first book. This turned out to be a good thing. G581: Mars and G581: Earth were, to be honest, a delaying tactic that not only worked out well, but deepened the story I wanted to tell. I fell into the world I had created and discovered how deep the story could go. It was a lot of fun to write them.

Thank you for sticking with me and coming this far. 

When I began accumulating this second set of short stories, I imagined a dozen stories, and a slim book. Well, the stories kept popping into my brain, and suddenly I had a novel-sized book of short stories on my hands! Some were, “I’m not sure I know where this short story is going, so I won’t include it in the Plague Tales anthology,” and then I realized there would be two anthologies, so I had time to figure it out!

There are eighteen new stories in this volume.

This book has been a lovely exercise in exploration for me. The stories I wanted to share, but had no clear place for in the novels.

Finally, now you will understand why Xiao, Jia Wang’s mother, is so bitter. You will see the love between Julie Lynn Aaronson and Janelle Brooks solidify, and learn all the different ways humanity sought to survive the end of the world. And I couldn’t help but write a tiny homage to one of my other great loves, shooting pool. I shoot competitively and even made it to the MVP championships in June 2025 and won enough matches to go on to Regionals! On the Snap is a literary bow of the head to that enduring joy I find two nights a week. Redoubt, A Billion Possibilities, and One Percent are just a few of the ways one might try to survive the end of the world.

A recent reviewer of G581: The Departure left just three words in their review: “Obsession with death.” This amused me. Because yes, many people die in the books! Billions, in fact. But that’s not the point of apocalyptic fiction, is it? It is humanity, persistence, love, and hope in the face of unimaginable loss that you find in these pages. For as long as we draw breath, there is hope.

Above all, I hope the stories behind the stories stick with you long after you have read the last page.

Enjoy!

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

The Last Brushstroke
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Beijing, China–Spring 2080

Xiao was fifteen the first time she told her parents she wanted to become an artist.
Her mother scoffed. “A hobby is not a career, Xiao.”
Her father didn’t look up from his tea. “There are no jobs for daydreamers. You want to draw? Do it after you finish your engineering homework.”
By seventeen, Xiao had won awards for her watercolor landscapes, and an international student art journal had published her work. Her art teacher had pulled her aside one day, eyes wide with excitement. “RISD,” he whispered, “you could get into RISD.”

She researched the Rhode Island School of Design late at night, scrolling through pages of portfolios, student exhibits, and testimonials that read like love letters to creativity. It felt like a lighthouse in a sea of cold practicality.

But when she brought it up at dinner, her father exploded.
“Rhode Island? America? For what? To waste four years smearing colors on a page like a child? That is not your future!”
Her mother tried to smooth things over, but Xiao could feel the tension crackling under the surface.
“She will not be happy following a path she hates,” her mother whispered.
“And you think she’ll be happy starving on the street? Or teaching art at a third-rate school for 4,000 yuan a month?”
They fought over it for three weeks. The house felt like a battlefield, every room tense with icy silence or erupting into shouted arguments. Xiao stopped painting. She stopped talking. One night, she overheard her parents arguing in their bedroom.

“You wanted her to be strong,” her mother hissed. “But every time she tries to become someone, you crush her.”
“She has one life,” her father said. “And I won’t let her throw it away on feelings.”
In the end, her mother won. Barely. Xiao could go, but only under strict terms: she would study art and design, but minor in something practical, such as computer science, if they could push it through the admissions office. And she would never speak of becoming a full-time artist.

They handed her the ticket with stiff expressions. Her mother looked proud and scared. Her father refused to speak, or even look at her at the airport.

Providence, USA–Fall 2080 to Spring 2082

RISD was everything Xiao had dreamed of and more. The freedom, the color, the chaos of creation—she had never felt more alive. She met Willem in her first year, a quiet graduate student in architecture who admired her sculptures and spoke to her in a gentle German-accented English that made her smile without meaning to.

By the end of the school year, she had fallen for Willem. He switched majors, falling in love with art right alongside her. Falling in love... with her.

It felt effortless, this love. Something simple, beautiful. When he asked her to spend the summer in Munich working with him at the Alte Pinakothek, she said yes—her heart soared at the thought of him securing them both positions there. They stayed together in his room in the apartment he shared with his older sister, Greta. At first taken aback by Xiao, Greta had quickly warmed to her and welcomed her into Willem’s life.

Xiao felt conflicted learning of Willem and Greta’s parents’ deaths five years earlier. A tragedy, one they still clearly struggled with. She couldn’t help feeling guilty for wishing, in darker moments, that it had been her parents instead. Mama had at least tried—but Baba was horribly traditional and didn’t seem to care what Xiao wanted, only what would benefit the family. She’d told them she was working at an art museum for the summer. Paid her own way with a small line of credit and planned to pay it back before Baba noticed. Still, they had been unhappy at the news.

“Bao Wang has been asking after you,” Mama said, as if she would drop everything and run home to date some rich snob like Bao. Every call home drained her. Her father’s disappointment was never direct—but it lingered in every short answer, every clipped goodbye. Her mother pleaded with her to consider transferring to a more technical field. “You don’t want to end up alone and poor,” she said. “Art is for the rich, Xiao. Not for girls like us.”

Xiao said all the words Mama wanted to hear, then cried in Willem’s arms after. “She doesn’t understand. And she never will. Art is my life!”

Somehow, she had convinced her parents to give her two years at RISD. She didn’t tell Willem about the deadline. She just... couldn’t. Instead, she threw herself into the beautiful vortex of learning and love during their second year. She and Willem spent every free moment together—working on class projects, some collaboratively, others side by side—and making love in his tiny off-campus studio. One of her brightest moments came when she learned she had submitted the winning design for a sculpture commemorating those lost in the nuclear attack on Austin, Texas. She celebrated by creating a tiny version of the sculpture for Willem. She hung it on a chain she’d bought in Munich the summer before and etched “Love, Xiao” in Hansi along the bottom.

The look on his face said it all. He slipped it over his head, kissed her, and promised to never take it off.

It wasn’t until halfway through that second year at RISD that Xiao told them about Willem. She told them of his interest, about the gallery show he encouraged her to apply to, and her father’s voice turned to ice.
“So you’ve added a foreigner to your list of bad ideas.”
She stopped calling home after that. 

Guiyang, China–Summer 2082

Nearly six months of bliss passed—until Baba’s presence outside her dorm room in mid-May made her stomach drop.

“I am taking you home for the summer.”

His face was implacable, and Xiao knew better than to argue. She nodded, numb.

She didn’t tell them about the child. Didn’t even tell Willem. She simply left RISD without a word, her dreams folded into a red silk dress and buried beneath her family’s expectations. She packed her things, messaged Willem to say she had to return to Guiyang for the summer, and left with her father. By the time Willem received her message, she was already in the air. His panicked reply made her heart ache—but what could she do?

Baba was here, and she had never stood up to him. She could barely manage Mama. Baba, though—he was a force you didn’t argue with. You simply obeyed.

She was pregnant. She was sure of it now. Half a dozen tests, all positive, and morning sickness already gnawing at her. Xiao could count the days until someone would find out. She had to tell them. But before she could, Baba announced that they had completed the marriage agreement with Bao Wang.

He smiled then. A rare, unsettling sight. Joy filled him. Bao’s family was wealthy, powerful, secure.

Her mother looked at Xiao one day as she pinned up the hem of her wedding cheongsam. “I fought for you once,” she whispered. “And now I’ve lost. I’m sorry.”

Her father, Wang Jiayu, had grown up during the lean decades after the mid-century global economic downturn. His own father, a civil servant, died young, leaving Jiayu to support his mother and two younger siblings by the age of sixteen. He clawed his way out of poverty by sheer force of will, earning a degree in civil engineering and securing a modest but steady position with the Ministry of Infrastructure.

But Jianyu had always understood how fragile stability could be.

By the time Xiao was born, he had cultivated connections. First, relationships with school administrators, local officials, and eventually, the Wang family, whose patriarch, Bao Zhong, had amassed a fortune in construction and early investments in autonomous transport infrastructure.

When the Wangs asked about aligning their family with a rising civil servant of good standing, Jiayu saw it as fate. A ladder from heaven.

Xiao was eight the first time she met Bao. He was twelve, obnoxious. He called her “shrimp” and flicked soup at her during dinner. She cried. Her mother gently scolded her, but her father smiled.
“He’s just teasing you,” Jianyu said. “That means he likes you.”
By the time she turned twenty, the agreement was all but sealed. Careful terms described it as “an understanding,” “a promising match,” “an opportunity for family growth.” To her father, the marriage was the culmination of his life’s work: not just a financial merger, but social elevation.

If Xiao married into the Bao family, they’d never worry about money again. There would be no more scraping or begging for scholarships. No more choosing between heat and groceries in lean months. It was their ticket to generational security.

When Xiao applied to RISD, Jiayu didn’t rage because he thought it was impractical; he raged because it threatened everything.

“You think they will still want you if you come back with a useless art degree and a foreign boyfriend?” He shouted one night, his face red with fury. “This is not just about you. This is about us. About the family!”

He had staked everything on this arrangement—his reputation, his savings, his identity as a provider. For Jiayu, Bao wasn’t a suitor. He was a contract. A lifeline. A guarantee.

When Bao’s family set the wedding date just a month after her return from RISD, Jiayu finally exhaled. He walked taller. Smiled more.
“All is as it should be,” he told the neighbors. “My daughter is marrying well. We are fortunate.”

One week before the wedding

Humid stillness drenched the garden behind the Bao estate. A marble lion stood at the entrance to the winding path, watching silently as Xiao made her way toward the koi pond. Her satin flats made barely a sound on the stones. She had chosen a pale blue dress that morning. It was demure, flowing, but now the fabric clung to her damp skin. She sat on the stone bench, spine straight, heart pounding.

The man she was to marry arrived minutes later. Bao’s steps were smooth, assured—the confidence of a man raised never to doubt his place. His eyes swept over her face, then her figure, and she saw that flicker of calculation just behind the smile. It was always there.

“You summoned me,” he said lightly. “How dramatic.”

“I needed to speak with you alone.” She clasped her hands tightly in her lap. “Before the wedding.”

His expression slid into mock concern. “You’re not getting cold feet, are you?”

Xiao didn’t smile. “I’m pregnant.”

The silence stretched.

Bao’s smile faded. They had not slept together; it hadn’t been that kind of proposal or courtship.

“Is it someone local?”

“No,” she said, voice flat. “A student at RISD. His name is Willem. He is... someone I cared for.”

His jaw tightened, but he said nothing. He preferred quiet menace.

“Well,” he said at last, “that’s... inconvenient.”

Xiao’s throat went dry. “You will want to call off the wedding, of course.”

He laughed softly, almost surprised. “Oh no, my dear. I don’t think that will be necessary.”

She blinked. “What?”

He circled around the bench, now thoughtful. “I was born six weeks early, did you know that? My mother always said I couldn’t wait to enter the world and take what was mine.” He looked at her belly. It was still flat, still silent. “If your child comes early, no one will question it. You’re not showing. Not yet. There’s nothing to hide.”

“But people will count,” she whispered. “They’ll know.”

“No, you’ll know. And I’ll know.” He turned to her, eyes cool and sharp. “But the others? They’ll believe what I tell them to believe. And what they’ll believe is that the child is mine.” His gaze sharpened. “Is it a boy or a girl?”

“A girl.”

“Good. Very good. I wouldn’t want a bastard taking my name if he were to inherit, but a girl, well, we can work with that.”

Xiao’s breath caught.

“This isn’t about love, Xiao,” he said finally. “It’s about alliance. Appearance. Control.” He leaned closer, voice low and deadly calm. “And you... you are still a beautiful, valuable bride. Nothing changes that.”

She stared at him, unable to speak.

He straightened, satisfied. “You’ll walk down that aisle with your head held high. And when the child comes early, we’ll call it destiny. Or genes. Or fate.”

“And Willem?” she asked quietly.

Bao’s smile returned, thin and cruel. Xiao suppressed a shudder.
“Willem is a foreigner. You’ll forget him. I’ll make sure of it.”
He stepped away, already finished with the conversation, already thinking ahead—to flowers, photographers, the press.

Xiao sat on the stone bench, hands still folded, staring into the koi pond, where orange and white bodies slipped through the water without care.

She was no longer a person.
She was a vessel.
A prize.

Guiyang, China–January 2084
Ten months after Jia’s birth
The sculpture space in the storage shed had been the one indulgence Xiao fought for when they moved into the cramped, crumbling house in Guiyang’s Fifth District. It was barely larger than a closet, with cracked plaster walls and a barred window facing a rusted stairwell. But it had light—weak, filtered light that pooled across the floor in the late morning. She placed her clay and tools there beside the window. She gathered her meager art supplies to replace those left behind at RISD.

She hadn’t used them for weeks.

Today, she sat in front of the easel with her daughter sleeping nearby, tiny fists curled against her chest. Jia’s breaths were shallow and soft, like whispers in the silence. Her cheeks were red from the cold. The wall heater buzzed on and off, barely pushing back the chill.

The building creaked under the weight of winter and poverty. Outside, a woman shouted at her child. A dog barked. Someone coughed hard, long, the sound hacking through the paper-thin walls.

Xiao stared at the glob of clay on the table, her mind blank.

She hadn’t sculpted since the month after Jia was born. Bao had made sure of that.

At first, he had been distant, coming home late and smelling of baijiu and regret. Then the anger came.

The news of his father’s arrest for embezzlement had broken ten months after the wedding. Accounts frozen. Projects seized. Investors pulled out. The Bao name, once whispered with admiration, now drew only scandal and pity. The empire crumbled in days.

Bao snapped shortly after.

He cursed her foreign education, mocked her “Western filth” and “obsession with insignificance.” One night, in a rage, he kicked over the tiny table, shattering a piece she had carefully created—a perfect sculpture of Jia, curled on her side, thumb in her mouth. She had carried it to a friend’s kiln, fired it, and was preparing to glaze it. Now it lay in pieces.

“Do you think this will feed her?” he had growled, pointing to the broken remnants. “You think your useless two years of art education will matter when our rice ration runs out?”

She said nothing. Just gathered the shards and wept after he passed out.

Now, sitting in the cold, she reached for the clay and then stopped. Her fingers hovered.

Something inside her had faded. Her dream of the future dimmed. Her creations, once described as magical and lifelike, had become hesitant. Uncertain.

Jia stirred in her basket. Xiao stood and rocked her gently until she settled again. Her daughter deserved warmth. Stability. And Bao, for all his cruelty, had made it clear: he blamed Xiao for everything. For the fall. The child. And a life he could no longer afford.

Two days ago, she had come home from the market to find Jia screaming. Bao shook her so violently, Xiao was sure Jia’s tiny neck would snap. 

She had screamed. No words. Just fear, raw and primal.

Bao shoved the wailing child into her arms and stormed into the bedroom, slamming the door. He hadn’t spoken to her since.

Xiao turned back to her art supplies, took a hunk of clay, and felt it warm, soften in her hands.

And then, just as slowly, she set it down again—no longer raw potential, but an impossible dream.

One by one, she packed the clay and tools away. She placed everything in a box and pushed it to the back of the closet, behind Jia’s clothes and an old rice cooker.

There was no rage. No sorrow.

Only stillness.

The artist was gone.

And in her place stood a woman hollowed out by obligation, shame, and survival.

As night fell, she rocked her daughter in the cold. She no longer whispered lullabies in German or Mandarin.

Instead, she held Jia and rocked, choosing silence.

​
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Date: 09.26.2099

The silence was staggering.

For years, the Calypso had dominated every waking moment of Anthony Vogt’s life. Designs, politics, personnel selection, interviews, even Cryo configurations. Despite his experience being simply that of an astronomer, he had found himself involved, despite his introverted preferences, in all facets of the process. But that had all ended the moment the engines flared, and the ship began its long journey to the edge of the solar system.

And now the fame and scrutiny were over. The world had moved on. He felt relieved, but also somehow unmoored, unsure of what to do with himself now.

Anthony stood in his office, staring out the window at the scorched launch pad that had once served as a staging ground for the most ambitious exodus in human history. His old wristwatch ticked steadily, its mechanical rhythm the only sound in the room.

He didn’t notice Jenn until she knocked lightly on the door frame.

“Morning,” she murmured.

Anthony turned. Jenn stood holding two mugs of coffee, offering one out with a half-smile. Her auburn hair was now pulled back into a simple braid, and her intelligent eyes flicked across his face.

“You looked like you needed this.”

He accepted the mug. “You’re too good to me.”

Jenn’s smile widened. “It’s in the job description.”

Anthony chuckled, then gestured to the chair across from him. “Sit. Please.”

She did, folding her legs beneath her as comfortably as if they were in some cozy mountain lodge instead of the administrative shell of a historic launch complex. The silence stretched between them. It wasn’t uncomfortable, exactly, but thick with something unspoken.

“I thought I’d feel relieved,” he said finally.

Jenn tilted her head.

“That it was over,” he clarified. “They launched the mission.” Humanity is on its way to the stars. I should be... content.” 

“But you’re not?”

He shook his head. “I miss them. The work. The purpose. And...” He trailed off, his eyes meeting hers. “I’ll miss you, Jenn.”

She blinked. “I’m not going anywhere.”

He looked genuinely surprised.

“I mean, unless you want me to,” she added quickly. “I know my contract is tied to the Calypso mission. But I figured you’d be working on...” She shrugged, “I don’t know... something else.”

Anthony leaned back, thoughtful. “I hadn’t planned on anything except going back to studying the stars. But I woke up this morning with an idea. A book.”

Jenn raised her eyebrows.

“Not a dry textbook,” he added with a grin. “More of a memoir. A history of the mission. The people and the science. The soul of it all. Something my grandfather would have wanted on his shelf.”

“I’d read that,” Jenn said softly.

“I was hoping you’d write it with me.”

Jenn’s eyes widened. “Really?”

“You have been at my side through all of this. Somehow you have corrected my mistakes, managed my chaos, and made me look like a functioning adult in public. I can’t think of anyone better suited to help me tell this story.”

Her expression softened. “I’d like that.”

Anthony’s voice grew quieter. “And it gives me an excuse to keep seeing you.”

Jenn looked down at her coffee, then back up, her expression shy yet radiant. “I’d like that too. A lot.”

For the first time in days, Anthony felt the tightness in his chest loosen.

The stars were out of reach now, a silver ship carrying hopes and dreams far beyond his grasp. But here on Earth, in a quiet office on an equally quiet morning, something new was beginning.

Three days into their work, notes covered the walls of Anthony Vogt’s study. Physical notes—paper, thumbtacks, and string. Jenn had grinned at the first one he posted, then added one herself. Soon, they were both surrounded by a spiderweb of storylines, mission phases, personal vignettes, and sticky notes marked with stars for “must-include” moments.

“Okay,” Jenn said, standing in front of the mess, hands on her hips. “So, we’ve got two solid tracks.”

Anthony rubbed the bridge of his nose. “Science or soul.”

Jenn nodded. “We either focus on the technical brilliance behind Calypso. I mean, there’s everything from the Alcubierre-Mesner drive tweaks to the Cryo pods and A.R.C. collection. All fascinating topics. Or we write it as a memoir. Human stories. Faces. Names. Conflict. Hope.”

Anthony leaned back on the couch, sipping his lukewarm tea. “The first will make every university keep a copy in its archive.”

“And the second will make people cry into their coffee mugs,” Jenn said and smiled. “It’ll get read.”

“But I can’t decide,” Anthony murmured. “My grandfather would have loved the technical precision. But he also used to repeat that quote.” He snapped his fingers, frowning for a moment before it came back to him. “Bad decisions make for great stories. He really loved telling stories.”

Jenn crossed the room and sat beside him. “Why not do both?”

Anthony exhaled. “That’s the problem. We try to do both, and it might end up being neither. We could fracture the narrative. Confuse the reader. Water it down.”

They sat in silence for a moment. Jenn toyed with the edge of her notepad, thinking.

“You know what we need?” she blurted.

Anthony raised an eyebrow.

“Clear skies. Thin air. A dark dome and a telescope aimed at the stars.” She grinned. “We need to go to your mountaintop observatory.”

He blinked. “You know about that?”

“Of course! You mentioned it once, right after the last press conference. You said it was the one place on Earth where you still felt close to your grandfather’s work. That you could almost hear his voice when the night sky was just right.”

Anthony looked down, touched. “The Vogt Ridge Observatory. It’s old, analog in places. But I’ve always kept it running.”

“Then let’s go,” Jenn said simply. “One night up there. Fresh air, stars, and silence. You’ll know what kind of book to write after that.”

Anthony stared at her for a moment, then smiled. “You really think the stars will tell me?”

Jenn shrugged, with an almost secretive smile on her face. As if she knew his mind better than he did. And when he thought about it, she probably did. “No. But you will. You just need to be in the right place to hear it.”

The road twisted upward in long, quiet curves, winding through pine forests and steep ridgelines. The roads didn’t have the maglev strips like the highways did, so Anthony had to steer, which took all of his focus on the winding road. There perched against the sky like a relic from another age, stood the Vogt Ridge Observatory. It felt like a hybrid — half bunker, half temple to the cosmos.

Anthony switched off the flitter and stared in surprise. A warm golden light glowed from inside. Someone had scrubbed the solar panels clean, and oiled the dome until it was freshly operational. The walkways swept, gear unloaded. A fire pit on the overlook patio crackled softly against the gathering dusk.

He turned to Jenn. “You did all this?”

She shrugged, clearly proud but trying to downplay it. “I called the caretaker last week. Paid for some prep. Brought supplies. Blankets. Food. Star charts. I may have even slipped a bottle of twenty-year single malt into your satchel.”

Anthony laughed, touched by her thoughtfulness.

Inside, the air was cool but welcoming. Familiar. The main dome opened with a slow, mechanical sigh, the old telescope gleaming under the stars as if it had waited years for his return.

They worked side-by-side for hours, scribbling notes, sketching a new outline on the long chalkboard Jenn had brought up. And it came to him. First slowly, then in a rush. The duality of science and soul, woven together as alternating chapters: one voice technical, measured, analytical; the next personal, reflective, emotional. Anthony’s idea. Jenn’s structure. Together, the manuscript sang.

That night, as rain lashed the glass and wind howled against the stone walls, the power flickered. Lightning flashed in dizzying bursts, then silence.

Jenn, wrapped in a wool blanket, leaned against the windowsill. Her body was a silhouette against the electric sky. “Ever wonder if the universe just feels more alive during storms?”

Anthony stood beside her. “Every time.”

Thunder cracked. The lights blinked out. Without a word, he stepped to the backup breaker. Jenn followed, lantern in hand.

In the flickering shadows, something shifted between them. A shared glance. The hum of tension, old and patient. Her hand brushed his arm, lingered. He didn’t move.

But neither crossed the line. Not that night.

Instead, they sat together on the floor, watching the storm pass, the silence afterward almost holy.

By mid-October, their days had fallen into a rhythm. Mornings filled with writing, afternoons with long walks, evenings under the stars, and laughter that filled the rafters of the old observatory.

Jenn’s laugh was infectious. She made Anthony feel young again. Not just in body, but in mind and spirit. He shaved more often, chose his shirts with a little more care. Listening, really listening, when she read back their draft aloud in the evenings.

One afternoon, while they cataloged an old journal of his grandfather’s, Jenn looked up suddenly.

“You know,” she said, “I don’t think this is a book about the mission anymore.”

Anthony tilted his head.

“I think it’s a book about what it means to stay behind. To live with the gravity of all we’ve sent away. And to find meaning in that.”

He stared at her for a long moment, awe in his eyes. “God, Jenn. You’re brilliant.”

That night, as they celebrated a stubborn chapter finally falling into place, the air between them turned again—warmer, heavier. They stood too close in the kitchen. Her breath caught as he reached past her for a mug. His fingers brushed hers.

And this time, he didn’t pull away.

The first kiss was slow. Intentional. A question and an answer all at once.

From there, the lines blurred. And then disappeared entirely.

They made love with the thunder rolling once more in the distance, as the mountain air turned cold and sharp, and the stars wheeled unseen above them.

A new story, one that was theirs and still unwritten, had just begun. 

The observatory hummed with quiet productivity. Anthony was transcribing a handwritten passage from his grandfather’s journal when Jenn’s sharp intake of breath broke the silence.

He looked up. “What is it?”

Jenn held her tablet, hand trembling slightly. “Emergency transmission from the CDC. It’s marked high-priority, civilian alert.”

Anthony crossed the room and read over her shoulder. The message was brief and stark:

ALL CITIZENS

Travel restrictions are now in effect across all regions of the RUSA.
Symptom alert: fever (37.2°C+), persistent hunger, and dry mouth.
If you or anyone in your household displays these signs, isolate immediately.
DO NOT attempt travel. Shelter in place. Further guidance to follow.
CDC Office of Pandemic Control

They stared at each other in stunned silence.

“I’ll check the news,” Jenn whispered.

The internet cycled, stuttered in their remote location, but eventually loaded.

A map of the world pulsed red. The voice of a weary anchor explained that a fast-moving disease, which the newsvids called the ESH virus, had overwhelmed every nation’s ability to respond. Anthony scrolled down the headlines while Jenn translated the chaos aloud.

Mass Quarantine Failure: Infected Passengers Allowed Through Testing Hubs
Guiyang, China: 3.5 Million Dead in Five Days—City Razed in Aftermath
EcoNu Confirmed as Origin of Viral Contamination—Genetically Engineered Pathogen Jumped from Livestock to Humans
United Kingdom Royal Family Dead, Widespread Riots Across Europe
Simultaneous Collapse of Mars and Lunar Colonies—Transmissions Ceased

Anthony sat down hard, stunned. Jenn kept reading.

“The virus affects the hypothalamus. They say that it induces insatiable hunger, obsessive eating behavior, and often consumption of non-food items...” She gasped, her eyes widening. “It says there have been instances of cannibalism. The final stage includes coma and death within 24–48 hours after activation. The mortality rate is over 99%!”

Her voice cracked.

Anthony gently took the tablet from her hands. “Jenn, that’s enough.”

Tears welled in her eyes, but she blinked them away. “We should’ve checked sooner.”

“And done what? We couldn’t have stopped this. We aren’t doctors or infectious disease specialists,” he said, reaching for her hand. “But we are alone, isolated, and we have been for weeks. I’m not feeling any of the symptoms they describe. Are you?”

Jenn shook her head, tracks of tears working their way down her cheeks.

“That’s good. That means that maybe, just maybe, we can survive it.”

Their silence stretched. Beyond the stony shelf, the mountain winds moaned through the pines. The world was dying, and they had a front-row seat to the end of the world.

Anthony rose and stared out at the vast wilderness of trees below. They were miles away from any other human being. “We’re isolated. Remote. Supplies are good. We’ve got food, heat, power. We can ride this out for now.”

Jenn nodded numbly, wiping her face, drying her tears. “How long do we stay here?”

Anthony looked up at the sky. Night was falling, and the first stars were appearing in the sky. “As long as we can.” 

Snow fell outside the observatory, and they settled in and listened to the news. Each day felt like it brought fresh horrors. Outside, a blanket of snow covered everything. But inside, Anthony stood frozen, his hand gripping the back of a chair as the emergency broadcast played on a loop.

ALL CITIZENS

This is a confirmed alert. The city of Mirepoix has fallen. 

Estimated casualties: 958 and counting.
No uninfected survivors remain. 
Flitter traffic is grounded until further notice. 

All citizens are advised to avoid urban zones. The ESH pathogen is now airborne in high-density areas.

Jenn covered her mouth, eyes wide. “Anthony, we were going to leave for Mirepoix tomorrow.”

He nodded, but said nothing.

They had debated for days whether to stay put or make a run for Mirepoix. The settlement had been a beacon of order, a city under strict protocols. Now it was silent. Gone.

Anthony stumbled back from the screen. “If we had left early...”

Jenn grabbed his arms. “But we didn’t. We’re here and we are alive. And we stay that way.”

Even though it felt isolated, the winding state roads made the observatory too exposed and were too close. If even one infected wanderer passed through, it could be their death sentence.

They had to go.

Two days later, they packed what they could into the flitter. A solar generator, vacuum-sealed food, the med kit, water purification tablets, winter gear, and Anthony’s handwritten drafts. The telescope stayed behind, a sentinel in the mountains.

They drove west. Anytime they had to stop, they exited the flitter wearing protective gear. 

By day four, Anthony’s voice had grown hoarse from silence, Jenn’s eyes sunken from sleepless nights. Still, they pressed on, guided by coordinates passed through an encoded satellite transmission.

Haven (UP Encampment - Eagle Nest Basin) - Date: 04.05.2100

They arrived just before dusk. The camp, surrounded by concentric rings of sandbags and motion-triggered sensors, tucked deep in a narrow basin. Armed guards emerged cautiously at the gate. After a full decontamination procedure in which they were ordered to strip, someone burned their clothes, while another took blood samples. Anthony and Jen then spent the next 48 hours quarantined in a sealed pod that contained a bunk bed, a tiny table with two chairs, and a combination toilet sink, and shower. Once their blood tests came back negative, they found themselves escorted by an armed guard encased in full CDC hazmat suits, to what appeared to be a second quarantine containment. 

“How long do we stay here?” Anthony asked, surveying the basic, and rather sterile surroundings. The room was smaller than the kitchen at Vogt Observatory. It felt claustrophobic. 

Beside him, Jenn asked, “Are we allowed outside?”

The answers to their questions were short. “Five weeks” and “No.”

Sounds of people—voices, kids—reached them from afar, but they saw nothing. There were no windows, and
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