
        
            
                
            
        

    [image: cover]
  


  


THE AFTERBLIGHT CHRONICLES

ORBITAL

DECAY

MALCOLM CROSS

  


  


ABADDONBOOKS.COM
  


  


An Abaddon Books™ Publication

www.abaddonbooks.com

abaddon@rebellion.co.uk

  


First published 2014 by Abaddon Books™, Rebellion Intellectual Property Limited, Riverside House, Osney Mead, Oxford, OX2 0ES, UK.

  


Editor-in Chief: Jonathan Oliver

Commissioning Editor: David Moore

Cover Art: Sam Gretton

Design: Simon Parr & Sam Gretton

Marketing and PR: Michael Molcher

Publishing Manager: Ben Smith

Creative Director and CEO: Jason Kingsley

Chief Technical Officer: Chris Kingsley

The Afterblight Chronicles™ created by Simon Spurrier & Andy Boot

  


Copyright © 2014 Rebellion.

All rights reserved.

  


The Afterblight Chronicles™, Abaddon Books and Abaddon Books logo are trademarks owned or used exclusively by Rebellion Intellectual Property Limited. The trademarks have been registered or protection sought in all member states of the European Union and other countries around the world. All right reserved.

  


ISBN (epub): 978-1-84997-678-7

ISBN (mobi): 978-1-84997-679-4

  


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

This is a work of fiction. All the characters and events portrayed in this book are fictional, and any resemblance to real people or incidents is purely coincidental.

  


[image: ABADDON BOOKS]
  


  


The Afterblight Chronicles Series

  


The Culled

by Simon Spurrier

  


Kill Or Cure

by Rebecca Levene

  


Dawn Over Doomsday

by Jasper Bark

  


Death Got No Mercy

by Al Ewing

  


Blood Ocean

by Weston Ochse

  


The Afterblight Chronicles: America

An Omnibus of Post-Apocalyptic Novels

  


Arrowhead

Broken Arrow

Arrowland

by Paul Kane

  


School’s Out

Operation Motherland

Children’s Crusade

by Scott K. Andrews
  


  


[image: ]

  


CHAPTER ONE

  


  


“HI. MY NAME is Emily, and I’m eight years old. My question for Alvin is, are you safe from the bird flu pandemic in space?”

The transmission ended, leaving only a static-eaten silence.

Two hundred and fifty miles over Emily, and travelling at a little under twenty-eight thousand kilometres an hour, Alvin froze. He nudged the ham radio’s tuner just a hair, giving himself another second to delay before answering Emily’s question.

Kids were meant to ask ‘How do you go to the toilet in space?’ He had an answer for that. But this? All he had was the canned response Mission Control had given him.

“Well, Emily, before we were launched to Space Station, we were held in quarantine to make sure none of us were sick. But if we do get sick, we have the training and equipment to take care of each other, and if we need to we can even get advice from doctors on the ground. Thanks for your question, Emily.” He swallowed back a tense, tin-foil taste in the back of his throat. “We have enough time for one more question.”

A moment passed while microphones changed hands, and then a far more enthusiastic voice came across the radio. “Hi, my name’s Oliver and I’m ten years old and I want to be an astronaut and my question for Alvin is can you please tell us how to be an astronaut because I really, really want to be an astronaut!”

Alvin smiled. At least you could count on kids to want to be astronauts when they grew up, no matter what was happening on the ground. “Thanks, Oliver. What a great question. The most important thing is to find something you love doing, something you can practise until you become real good at it, but studying math and science help a lot! I’m sure your school or parents can help you look up more about that on the NASA website, and good luck with achieving your dream, Oliver.”

Oliver’s ‘thank you’ came through fuzzy, burned with radio hiss. It took just a nudge of the tuner knob to correct—Space Station’s orbit was fast and low, fast enough that radio signals between Station and ground receivers Doppler-shifted across radio frequencies depending on the alignment of orbit and Earth. Even corrected for, though, Alvin could hear the trademark bubble and pop of ground interference.

“I think that’s all we have time for. Station’s probably about to pass over the horizon from your perspective.”

“Well, thank you, Alvin, for talking to us down here at Bannerton Elementary in New Jersey,” one of the teachers said, so grave and formal he must have thought he was part of a historic broadcast to the moon landings, his voice torn to bits by static. “The Amateur Radio on the ISS program is a fantastic opportunity—”

“Thank you for the opportunity to talk to all the kids,” Alvin cut in. “Our transmit window’s closing, so this is NA-One-SS signing out. Good luck and God Bless to all the kids and staff at Bannerton Elementary. Out.”

No matter how hard he listened, adjusting the dial, all the static gave him were a few warbles that might have been a class full of kids yelling an enthusiastic ‘bye!’ at him. It had been a short window; from the ground, Space Station had streaked across a corner of the sky in just twelve minutes.

Alvin Burrows hooked his toes under the handrails on the surface he was treating as a floor, to anchor himself down while he turned the amateur radio set off. The silence in Zvezda, the Russian command module, was broken only by the ever-present humming of the airflow fans. As far as Alvin was concerned, after five months and one week in space, that just about qualified as pin-drop silence.

“Space Station, this is Houston. You’ve finished with the ARISS event?”

Alvin unhooked his toes and pushed away from the radio set, turning and twisting to re-orient himself toward the ceiling, and the communications panel. He leaned in to touch ‘transmit’ on the microphone. “That is correct, Houston. All went as scheduled.”

“Okay, Alvin. That was your last piece of volunteer work for today. For next week’s session you’re going to be in contact with the school in Reims, France. Any issues?”

Alvin shut his eyes and tried to picture the path that Space Station took over Earth. On a flat map it looked like a sine wave, bobbing North and South in long curves, although in reality it was just a regular orbit around the Earth, tilted away from the equator and making a full circle every hour and a half, while the world rolled sedately beneath. If France passed below, before that they’d either be coming in from the direction of Spain, or Britain... “Will the orbit let us fit in that private boys’ school if we start early? Have the session with them, then the French, one after the other?”

“I think so, Alvin. We’ll check into that for you. Any other business?”

“No.” Alvin stopped, staring at the photographs the Russians had stuck up on the bottom end of Zvezda. He was alone in the module right now, but it was part of the Russian living space. They, or their predecessors from earlier expeditions, had turned a wall into a shrine to rocketry, with photographs of Yuri Gagarin and other Russian heroes of their space program, but his crewmates Matvey and Yegor had colour photos of their children there, too.

Their children on the ground.

The taste of tin-foil in Alvin’s mouth was overpowering. He swallowed. “Actually, Tom, what’s the news on the pandemic down there?”

It was okay for the kids to ask, Mission Control had a rehearsed answer for them, but if Alvin asked about the pandemic there was always a thirty second pause before Tom transmitted an answer.

It wasn’t officially a pandemic, of course. Officially it wasn’t anything except this year’s bird flu outbreak. But whatever it was, officially or unofficially, the plague simply hadn’t existed when Alvin had launched on his Soyuz from Baikonur to Space Station. Now, people were infected everywhere from Alaska to Azerbaijan to Australia, and in the past few days victims were beginning to die. First, one or two; then dozens. Now? Hundreds.

It felt like Tom took far more than the usual thirty seconds to come up with an answer. “Not much different than in the news this morning. What’s the problem, Alvin?”

“I just don’t know what to keep telling these kids, Tom. They all want to know about the bird flu, whether we’re safe up here, if we’ve got a cure. They’re scared, and it’s heartbreaking, it’s just real heartbreaking, you know?”

Another thirty second delay ticked away, but it wasn’t Tom’s fault. Tom was another astronaut, assigned as CAPCOM on one of the communication shifts from Mission Control at Houston. He was older, though Alvin knew him well on a personal basis. Tom invited him over to barbecues and church fairly regularly, even though Alvin was still fresh blood, this his first mission. Hell, Marla—Alvin’s wife—traded baking recipes with Tom’s eldest daughter. Tom Rawlings was good people; Alvin trusted Tom. But that thirty-second delay put a sick, half-electric tinny taste down the back of Alvin’s throat.

“Well,” Tom said, “if necessary we can cancel some of the amateur radio sessions until the pandemic settles down and things start cooling off.”

“I’m coming home in three weeks, Tom. There aren’t that many ARISS sessions left.”

“Three weeks is a long time. I’m sure we’ll start hearing some good news about all this before the end of the week.”

Now it was Alvin’s turn to remain silent for a stunned thirty seconds. He shook his head slowly. “Well, I hope so, Tom. I guess that about does it.”

“Okay, Alvin.” No delay at all, now. “Once again, thanks for volunteering some of your free time. We all appreciate it.”

“No problem, Houston. Station out.”

Giving up free time was a big deal. On Space Station, free time meant time to clean, eat, and sleep. Thankfully, so far as sleep went, Alvin had found himself needing less and less since coming up to Station. His usual seven hours a night had dwindled to six, then gradually to five and a half. He hadn’t lost that last half hour of sleep a night until the pandemic had started.

Seemingly, it had popped up everywhere at once. There had been speculation that the pandemic started spreading at an airport, either Heathrow or JFK, but the news was calling it bird flu. Every recent bird flu outbreak, like SARS, had started in China, and spent months passing between humans and farm-bred birds before making the jump to human-to-human transmissibility.

The pandemic wasn’t bird flu, and wherever it had come from, it was global now. It started with the sniffles and a dead tired fatigue, usually accompanied with a fever. In the supposedly rare cases where someone had died, a cough started and got worse and worse, eventually turning bloody.

Alvin didn’t understand the first thing about it. Just knew he didn’t like what he heard on the cut-down news segments Mission Control sent up. Just knew he wished he was on the ground with his wife Marla, taking it quiet and easy in a cabin in the woods somewhere far away, like having a do-over of their honeymoon.

He missed her. At least he could call her, there was a laptop in the Cupola. They didn’t have a whole lot of bandwidth on Space Station, but there was enough for the internet phone. On weekends the whole crew got a slot with a private, or at least semi-private, video conference call home, but Alvin really didn’t want to wait that long to talk to Marla, no matter how badly he wanted to see her face.

He bent down—in orbit, it was more like pulling his legs up toward his chest—and pulled his socks straight and snug over his feet. As usual, the surface over his toes where he hooked in under handrails was a little dirty, but he’d be okay with this pair of socks for another three days at least. Some engineer who’d apparently mistaken Space Station for a party-oriented college dorm had decided it’d be acceptable to wear the same clothes for a week, then just throw them out. After all, doing laundry in space was hard.

Doing just about anything in space was hard, except for moving around. Once you got used to it, anyway.

Turning himself over, he got his feet pointing away from the long drop ‘down’ from Zvezda along the long line of modules that formed Space Station’s spine. After all, Alvin was just a little afraid of long falls, so he turned over instead and faced the drop head-on, turning it into a narrow sky above him. He flew up into it, with just a tug at the handrails.

Space Station was a maze of a smaller modules breaking off from the main ‘spine’ of the station, like the crossbars on an orthodox crucifix, a world of orderly right-angled bends. Alvin spotted Rolan in the first side-module he passed. Rolan Petrov wasn’t the easiest man in the world to stay friendly with—he was a little too detached, that flat-iron face of his seldom breaking into any expression, let alone a smile—but Alvin waved anyway, and Rolan looked up briefly from the book he was reading to wave back.

Alvin kept going ‘up,’ past Rolan’s module, the hiss of air loud in his ears while he squeezed his way through the dark, bent Pressurized Mating Adaptor. The PMA was a goose-necked tunnel that separated the Russian and American sections of Station, linking the Russian Zarya module to Station’s crossroads—Unity Node. Storage bags layered every wall of the PMA, all strapped down with bungees, making the already narrow gap tighter still. It was dark, and the bend of the PMA blocked line of sight until he finally got into Unity, which was effectively Station’s kitchen and living room, in addition to being a giant airlock holding the two halves of Station together.

Alvin grasped the edge of the next side-module’s hatch, and swung himself through into Trinity—primarily a living space and life support module, where the biggest window on Space Station—the Cupola—had been installed. But someone was already in the Cupola’s niche.

Charlie Milligan was nestled in the blossom of her ruddy brown hair. Loose, it stood out at all angles, a foot long and slightly frizzy, as though she had a colossal afro. A hairband was floating beside her, and she was drifting in front of the Cupola, silhouetted in the light reflected up from Earth.

The module’s laptop was open in front of her, drifting at the end of its cable, and from its speakers Nate Milligan was crying for his mother. “M-mommy, everyone’s wearing plastic and we’re not allowed to leave the neighbourhood!”

“Shh. It’s okay, sweetie. Mommy’s here. It’s going to be okay, it’s just for a little while.”

“A plastic man said I wasn’t supposed to be in the yard and he yelled at me and then dad yelled at him but I don’t want to wear plastic mom I want it all to be normal like it was I’m scared—”

Alvin didn’t wave this time. He just shut his eyes and silently pushed himself back out of the module, trying to forget what he’d seen. He and Marla didn’t have kids yet, but he knew he wouldn’t want one of his crewmates intruding on a moment like that.

Poor Nate. He might have to wait for his mom for a very long time. Charlie and Alvin were on slightly different expedition shifts—the Soyuz craft that took them to and from Station only carried three people, and there were six crew on the station. Every three months, three of the crew left, and three new crew members came up. Alvin was due to go home on the next return launch, but Charlie was going to be up here and away from her family for at least another three months. Maybe longer, if this pandemic thing impacted the launch schedules.

Alvin wouldn’t be able to stare at Earth through the Cupola’s glass like usual while he called Marla. Not the biggest sacrifice to make, even if he preferred pretending he could spot her, somewhere down there. Instead he crossed over into Harmony and went to his sleeping station—a closet bolted to the ‘ceiling’ packed with a sleeping bag, his few personal things, and one of Station’s laptops—and found his pictures. He wasn’t allowed to bring much up to Station, no personal electronics, so Marla had gotten his pictures printed on glossy photo-quality paper.

He pulled out his favourite photo from the thin stack, leaving the rest in their Velcro envelope stuck to his bunk wall, and smiled at Marla’s smile. In the photo he was standing next to her, and they were close to the same height.

Alvin finally got ahold of his privacy in the JEM—Japanese Experiment Module—and settled himself down with the laptop from his sleep station in front of him, and the experiment airlock door behind him.

He had to wait for the internet phone to load up, and his request for a call took another minute to go through the system before he got permission to use the bandwidth. Then it rang for a little longer still, until Alvin started to worry, jiggling himself lightly from his perch, one foot hooked under a handrail, the other foot pressed down on top.

At last the fuzzy sound of her phone ringing gave way to the fuzzy sound of her voice, sweet as ever. “Alvin?”

“Hi, Marla. Do you have time to talk?”

“Of course I do. But do you?”

He laughed. “Well, I should get something to eat, but I’m not real hungry. What time is it over there? Four?”

“That’s right.”

The clocks and schedule on Space Station were set to GMT. Back home, in Houston, it was six hours earlier. Sometimes Marla didn’t have much time to talk, even if her husband was an astronaut. After all, sometimes she was with patients... Alvin frowned. “Hey, aren’t you supposed to be at work?”

Marla grunted noncommittally, in the way she did, with the cute little squeak at the end. “Meh. They’re talking about extending the quarantines from downtown to the whole city, so Lil closed the office early. If the quarantine extends it’s not like anyone’s going to keep their dental appointments.”

He carefully tucked the photo against the screen, and let the laptop drift in front of him while he tried to massage the tension out of his skull. “Well. Is it an ‘if it extends’ or a ‘when it extends’? It—uh. It sounded like the Milligans are caught up in a new quarantine extension.”

“Yeah? What did Charlie say?”

Alvin bit his tongue. “She didn’t say anything. I—I pretty much overheard things with her kid.”

“Mmm. Hm. I haven’t heard anything on the radio, but they’re on the other side of Houston, so I don’t know. Why’s the government being so cagey about this, honey? There are so many conflicting messages and nobody’s really certain about anything... I heard one thing on CNN that said not to drink tap water, to drink bottled water only? Then Fox said that tap water’s fine, it’s more of a risk to go out and buy bottled water.”

“Do you have masks?” He folded his arms. Hugged himself, really.

“Yeah. I have surgical masks. I stole a box of them out of the supply closet.” Her smile came through in her voice. “Enough for me and enough for you, when you get home, assuming this isn’t all over by then.”

Smiling back at her picture, Alvin shook his head. “I’m sure the Russians will give me plenty of masks the second the Soyuz pops open.”

“Mmm. But will theirs smell of perfume and whiskey?”

“Hey, if you’re going to talk dirty at me, let me double-check I’m alone...”

“Oh, I’m sure everybody up there’s dying to know that after a couple of drinks you like me with a dab of Chanel and nothing else.”

His nose was a little stuffy—yet another problem of life in zero gravity—but he could just about smell the floral tang of her perfume mixed with the edge of aged alcohol on Marla’s breath. Alvin turned his back to the experiment airlock, kept half an eye on the module’s entrance, and quietly murmured, “To be honest, honey, I think I’d rather keep your sweet-talk all to myself.”

“Aw. Does that mean you’ll read me sweet little French poems? Or will it be Italian ones, now?”

“I was thinking about trying to learn Mandarin, they’ve got lots of poets...”

Marla laughed. Alvin did too, and for a little while home didn’t feel all that far away.

  


  


LATER, AFTER HE and Marla’s bandwidth had run out and they’d said their goodbyes, Alvin grabbed packets of barbecue steak, shrimp sauce and tea along with his chopsticks from Zvezda, then settled in with Charlie in Tranquillity, the two of them taking a meal above the Cupola. Charlie was shaking her head, accepting a clean pair of scissors from Alvin, using them to clip open her food packet.

“I don’t even know what’s going on anymore.” She clamped the packet shut before the pink, plasticky looking crumbs floated out, and squeezed a little water into her ‘Clam Chowder,’ giving it slow and careful shakes to rehydrate the food. “Rudy”—her husband—“he... fuck. Just... fuck. Rudy almost, almost, got quarantined out of the neighbourhood, and Nate was alone at home. He was driving home with the groceries just as the army, the fucking army, were putting in quarantine checkpoints.”

“Jeez.”

“Apparently one of the houses two blocks over—two blocks—is wrapped up under a giant cover, like exterminators are going to fumigate it for termites. A whole fucking house in plastic.” She shook her head again, and sucked from the open corner of her food packet. Champed the mush between her lips, pulled a face, and massaged the packet to mix it up a little more. “Fuck. It doesn’t even taste of anything.”

A flick of the finger sent the shrimp sauce slowly in her direction. Alvin nodded at it. “Try some of that.” Being in space was a little like having a head cold, no gravity to pull the fluids down out of your head. It dulled the senses, but sometimes the shrimp sauce managed to taste of something.

“Thanks.” Charlie plucked the sauce out of the air and squirted some into her food. Started mixing the pack all over again. “Anyway.” The expression of disgust for her food was replaced by utter misery. “Rudy and Nate caught up in that shit... Whatever this is, it’s just not influenza. It’s just not, and I can’t understand why everyone keeps pretending it is.”

“It’s not?” Alvin tentatively caught a square of steak with his chopsticks, and nudged it against the bubble of shrimp sauce clinging to the plastic sheet he’d duct-taped to the wall for a ‘plate.’ “I mean, I don’t really think it’s regular bird flu, but I don’t know what it is. The bloody cough doesn’t sound right.”

“You can wind up coughing up blood with influenza if your throat’s raw, and you cough hard enough to rip the lining.” Charlie knew more about it than Alvin did. Alvin knew about computer viruses, Charlie knew about real viruses. She’d studied microbiology before entering the astronaut corps, and Alvin had done systems design for satellites. “But that’s clearly not what’s happening to these people. Just about all the cases of deaths in non-infants and non-elderly, the ones out of the three hundred and fifty-ish cases that are public, anyway—”

“Three hundred and fifty? Christ.”

“I know, right? Anyway, they’re almost all haemorrhaging somehow. Coughing up blood, bits of sloughed off lung tissue, like, like...”

“Like Ebola?”

She frowned, wagging her head side to side. “Kinda, not really, sort of.”

Alvin sucked up some of his tea, staring at her. “This isn’t the thing those people you know at Galveston had the accident with, is it?”

“No, no, no, no,” Charlie stuttered. “They were working with actual Ebola Zaire at the Galveston National Laboratory. And that was six months ago, it can’t be related to this. This, this bird flu thing, it’s not a filovirus like Ebola.”

He kept watching her. Watched her steadily go paler and paler as she thought about it.

“Ebola sits in your liver, the virus digs into your liver cells and hijacks them, makes them replicate more and more copies of itself until the cells burst. Then the organ breaks down, literally breaks down into pieces, and it spreads to the rest of your body, and it’s absolutely not the same... The pandemic isn’t killing nearly that many people, even if less than ten percent of sufferers are recovering from the chronic effects.”

Alvin sipped his tea, looking down at the Cupola. “You know, when Tom and I were talking earlier, he mentioned that they’d cancelled leave for about ten percent of the astronaut corps.”

She frowned quizzically at him. “Ten percent?”

“Yeah. Tom figured it out, mentioned it while we were chatting. They’re pulling in everyone who’s O-negative. They pulled in Greg Manley and Josh Thursten, he was in the same graduating class as them, and the NASA docs with them on survival training used to tease that they’d have to provide blood transfusions for everybody else. Think it’s related?” Alvin asked, shepherding floating steak squares with his chopsticks.

She hesitated, then shook her head slowly, ducking her head forward to keep the mass of her hair out of her face. “Blood type... it’s not very relevant, immunologically. Not usually.”

“What’s your type? I’m O-positive.”

“B-negative.” She kept frowning, staring down at the Cupola. At Earth.

“So this thing isn’t why they’re pulling up all the O-negatives? It’s something else?”

“Probably. Well... I don’t know, there’s viral envelopes, around the capsid.”

“Capsids?”

“A capsid is the virus’s coating, its skin. And some viruses kind of... wrap their capsid up in a sheath of material they pull out of a victim’s cell walls.” She squeezed a little chowder out of her packet, a big floating globule. “So if the chowder is the cell wall membrane, a virus kinda...” She snatched away one of his steak squares and nudged it against the watery surface of the chowder.

Surface tension immediately bonded the steak to the chowder glob, but the chowder wasn’t entirely liquid, it was thick, slow. Bit by bit the glob pulled the steak into itself, like a drop of water on a window swallowing another droplet. Gradually the glob enveloped the steak, leaving only the evidence of an oily sheen of shrimp sauce on the now misshapen globe of pinkish chowder.

He blinked at it. “So it pulls part of the cell wall out to use as camouflage.”

“Yeah.” Charlie sucked her fingers clean, then lunged over and slurped the steak and chowder mix out of the air. She patted her mouth dry and stuck her napkin back against the exposed duct tape on the wall. “That’s one theory for why we have distinct blood types. So our bodies can defend themselves against viruses with envelopes pulled out of other people with slightly different blood types.”

“Huh.”

“Yeah. And that’s probably why if we had to try and transfuse my blood into you, or if we gave you a transplant from someone whose tissue didn’t match yours, your immune system would attack the foreign cells. Not very useful for us.”

“Mmm.” Except Alvin wasn’t paying full attention anymore. That thing about blood types... it was almost familiar. He was sure he’d read something about that, and recently. He struggled to remember where, but before he could think of it, Charlie pointed down at the Cupola with a gasp.

“Look! It’s night.”

The Cupola was huge. Seven panes of glass, six around the circular centre, forming a rough dome you could stick your body into and look outside, look around at Station and Earth and space.

Naturally, as the spot with the best view and always angled towards Earth, it was where everyone tried to get a photograph of their hometown from orbit. In fact, Alvin and the other NASA astronauts had all spent a couple of weeks training with professional photographers specifically for making sure their holiday pictures from space would be as striking as possible.

Privately, Alvin didn’t think that amateur photographers would need all that much help to make photographs from Station striking. Below them—above them, as he flipped over to join Charlie at the glass—the faint glow of the sunlit sky formed a slender blue band in the distance. The moon was barely visible as a greyish freckle of reflected light on the Atlantic Ocean to one side of Africa, turning the streaks of clouds a glowing silver. Speckled dots of light clustered around Africa’s coasts, faded and wandered across the continent like rare stars, and bloomed into fire at the base of the Nile, racing up its course to the Mediterranean, ringed in golden light. Above that, Europe was compressed into a glowing, glittering band of sparkling pinpricks vanishing over the horizon.

The sight of Earth at night, and the glitter of the cities below, pulled Alvin away from his worries and made him focus on the simple wonder of where he was. Of how small the world seemed, of all the people down there, of the vast distance he could take in with just a glance.

Charlie gently cranked open the shutters on the six side-panels, turning the knobs beneath the windows one by one. Opening up the view, giving Alvin a glimpse of Madagascar at the horizon and the dark gulf of the Indian Ocean beyond, the dark bulk of Space Station around them, light spilling from the few small windows in the other modules.

“Such a clear night,” she murmured.

They’d only be over it for another forty minutes or so. When everything below them was so very fleeting, there only a moment before it vanished, it was hard to look away.

  


  


ALVIN FORGOT ABOUT his troubles until the next morning. He woke up to the hum of the ventilation fan pulling air through his sleep station, and muddled his way through the first moments of consciousness by trying to remember what was real and what was just a dream. Sometimes the sense of weightlessness, the absolute and total comfort of floating free, felt too much like he was still asleep. After all, most people only got to fly in their dreams.

He’d been dreaming that he’d been walking along the station’s spine, from Zvezda down toward Unity. Not floating, walking, under gravity. And that once he’d struggled through the narrow canal of the PMA, brushing aside bags of water that had floated away from him, he’d been in a long dark corridor, like a deserted hospital, and that he couldn’t find Marla. But his father had come by and given him Marla’s medical file, and he’d seen that her blood type was AB-positive, not O-negative, and something about that had made him afraid.

That was when he remembered his conversations with Charlie and Tom. When he remembered the nagging feeling of not quite remembering something. And in the calm, relatively quiet warmth of his sleeping bag, lightly anchored to the wall of his sleep station, he remembered exactly where he’d seen it. The mice were AB-positive, A-positive, B-negative. And none of them were O-negative.

He fumbled around, trying to find where everything in the little wardrobe-sized cabin had floated to during the night, and unfolded the laptop in there with him against the wall. He left it there to boot up, silently unzipped himself from his sleeping bag, and slipped out still in just his underwear.

The lights were on, but Space Station was still. The doors of the other three sleep stations, flimsy and curtain-like as they were, were still shut. It was still a little while before the wake-up call came, but as usual, Alvin had woken earlier than anyone else in Harmony.

He edged over, just a few feet, tumbling gracelessly, grasping at the handrails and bungee cords strung up against the walls until he’d lined himself up right. Then he kicked off a rail, shooting from Harmony, through Destiny, and up towards Unity. He lightly patted the module wall in Destiny, kept himself on course, and stopped himself in Unity, just short of the twisted throat of the PMA.

The PMA’s interior was one of the few dark places on Space Station. To his sleep-fogged eyes, the bundles of white packages strapped along its sides seemed like organic, cancerous lumps. Alvin shuddered, despite himself.

If he was going to face down his problems, first he needed tea.

With a packet of tea stolen from the clear plastic binder it was held in, he tucked himself through the hatch into Tranquillity to get a shot of lukewarm water from the purification machine beside the toilet. With the water recycler’s help, yesterday’s tea was going to become today’s tea.

He scuttled back into his sleep station with a guilty thrill of secrecy, as if he’d raided the fridge at midnight, and sank back into the warmth of his sleeping bag to suckle tea and go over his schedules for the past few days to look for what worried him, now that his laptop had finished booting.

Space Station was, in essence, a colossal flying laboratory. The goal was science, and almost every surface of Station not dedicated to supporting life and station operations was covered in racks. The racks were simple places to slot in and operate scientific equipment and self-contained experiments, providing them with power and cooling or heating or water or whatever it was the experiment required. Some needed tending, some were almost automatic, the astronauts aboard Station slotting them in and out like modular components in a computer.

It didn’t take Alvin long to find what he’d been trying to remember the previous day. It was about the mice. Or more properly, the AAMICE.

Antigen Altered Microgravity Immune Cell Experiment.

He’d had to check its status a few weeks earlier. The mice were an experiment in a sealed box, mounted on an external pallet outside the Japanese Experiment Module. Among the thirty or so other experiments he’d had to interact with—some of them with fanciful acronyms like JEXTER and EXERCISE, some with more prosaic strings of letters like BKCE and VDMM—the mice were the only experiment that he needed to bring physical samples home from. In fact, he knew just the spot in the cramped Soyuz capsule he was supposed to stick them into, a little nook just three inches wide.

It hadn’t interested Alvin for any reason beyond having to prep it himself before bringing it home. He’d only scanned the experiment’s details long enough to make sure he didn’t need to practise any procedures for it beforehand. Looking at it again, the details made his spine prickle. The sealed box contained a colony of mice, an infectious agent, and their life support.

The mice had been genetically altered with retroviruses to produce human blood group antigens on their red blood cells—a significant undertaking by itself, since mice had completely alien tissue. But as he scanned the list of compartments in the life support box, one thing became clear. Of the eight major blood groups of the ABO and Rhesus system, only seven were represented in the transgenic mice. AB-positive and -negative, A- and B-positive and -negative, and O-positive.

Not one of the little mouse astronauts was O-negative, like the astronauts on the ground that Tom knew, all with their leave cancelled.

But what the hell did that mean? Were they trying to make sure O-negatives couldn’t mix with the rest of the astronaut corps? Trying to make sure no O-negative mice could foul up their experiment by infecting the rest?

Alvin thought about it in the minutes he had until the first strains began to play of music that Houston piped through the station’s speakers for the morning’s wake-up call, but he didn’t have the time to concentrate on it for longer than that. At breakfast proper, while Alvin surreptitiously discarded his empty tea-packet, Krister Munson—the crew’s commander, a Swede from the European Space Agency—pulled a thin sweater down over his buzzed-down hair, pushing his free-fall fattened face through the neck hole. He turned to Alvin, only to grumble, “The flight computer crashed, again,” in his thick, Nordic accent.

“Zvezda’s?” Alvin asked, making space for Matvey—one of the Russian astronauts who slept in the station across from Alvin’s—to get by on his way along Station’s spine. “Or ours?”

“Of course Zvezda’s. And it brought down ours with it. So that’s your job for today.”

“Well... Well gosh-darn,” Alvin mumbled hesitantly.

Krister and Charlie both laughed; Alvin went beet red. He hadn’t ever really picked up the habit of swearing healthily, like Charlie had.

It only took Alvin a few minutes to eat his breakfast and check with Houston about what the computer crash had done to his schedule for the day. More than half of his original schedule had been pushed over to tomorrow, and then some of tomorrow’s work into the day after that, everything toppling like dominoes until his free time had been chipped down to the bare essentials of eat, exercise, excrete and pass out with exhaustion.

“You built it, so you better fix it, hm?” Krister kept on laughing, after finishing his coffee.

Alvin shook his head. “I only helped design the replacement boards and system software.”

“Still! You better fix it before we fall out of the sky.”

Falling out of the sky was an exaggeration. The occasional lost atmospheric molecules that hung around in low orbit slowed Space Station down only fractionally, but the two flight computers—which were supposed to work independently and check themselves against each other—were tied in to Space Station’s power and atmospheric systems. Urgent, extremely urgent, but not an emergency. Yet.

For now he had to forget about the mice. But they’d come up again.

After all, they were on his schedule.
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CHAPTER TWO

  


  


AFTER THE TROUBLE with the flight computer, Alvin got roped into helping the three Russians troubleshoot Zvezda’s electronics problems for days. Zvezda was Space Station’s service module, the ship’s bridge in a sense, and even though Alvin was comfortable reading Russian, the Cyrillic forced him to concentrate on double checking the procedures manuals.

But forgetful as he was, the mice did come back to him, although it took almost a full week. A week after his not-quite nightmare about Marla. A week of steadily worsening news-clips from the ground.

But even if thousands, even tens of thousands of people had died as the pandemic worsened, the mice burned back into his consciousness like a meteor hitting the sky beneath Station. What made him notice the mice this time wasn’t the nature of the experiment, but the fact it had been prioritized.

Station repairs got prioritized, trouble with the CO2 scrubbers got prioritized, experiments? Experiments got torn to pieces to fix Station’s systems or ignored or unplugged. Experiments were, for all their importance, very seldom the priority when living in a set of pressurized cans strung together two hundred and fifty miles over the ground. In his five and a half months on board Space Station, Alvin had never seen an experiment leap up his schedule and wind up marked as a priority.

It was slotted in for the afternoon, and he had the plans in his hands, but the first thing he did with his thirty minutes for eating lunch was find Charlie.

“I’m running late. Can this wait a minute?” Charlie was floating with a medical monitor strapped to the inside of her wrist, checking the monitor’s screen and making entries on one of the computers.

“Yeah.” Alvin ran his hands over his neck. He was still, barely, on schedule. He could find time to suck down a meal later.

“Okay,” Charlie said after finishing up, taping the monitor’s cables down against her arm before turning herself around to face him, with a quick twist of the body so that her face was aligned with his. “What is it?”

“Remember the blood group thing?”

She squinted for a moment. “Yeah. Yeah, Tom told you something and you were asking about viruses.”

Alvin nodded. “About the virus.”

The news still coming up to Station, filtered by Mission Control, was still terrible and alien enough it seemed like something happening in another country—on another planet. The National Guard had been called up all across the US, something similar was happening in most of Europe and China. The authorities were begging for calm in the face of rising public panic. The pandemic had gone from the first death to the first hundred in days, and a week later the official count of the dead was up past forty thousand. Around the globe, people were fearfully waiting for it to hit a hundred thousand, while hospitals in every nation were crammed full of sufferers.

“Here. Look at this.” Alvin held out the folded print-out he’d made of the AAMICE project details. He figured Charlie could get more out of them than he could. After all, microbiology was her field.

“Mmn.” She accepted the pages with a lack of grace, a hint of this-is-a-waste-of-my-time, but her expression calmed, became focussed before she’d even finished reading the first section. Without looking up she said, “I didn’t know you could do that to mice.”

“Hm?”

“I figured that any kind of genetic modification that extreme would fail. Result in cancer, that kind of thing. As much as playing with retroviruses is a precise art, significant gene modification is tricky and this... this sounds tricky.”

“How tricky?”

“I haven’t been reading the journals lately, but when I graduated, this would have been impossible.” She turned the pages over with a rustle. “This experiment brief doesn’t seem right to me. The research objectives are murky; ‘observe the results of incubation in microgravity’ doesn’t tell me much.”

“I thought it seemed okay...”

“I’m not bitching at you, Alvin. What you have to do with the experiment’s straightforward, but this doesn’t tell me what they’re doing. What results they’re looking for. It looks like they’re testing the transmittability of some kind of infectious agent, but it doesn’t say what the agent is. And why the hell is it in a box outside?”

Alvin folded his arms and frowned. “Shouldn’t they be doing this kind of work on the ground? A real biocontainment lab?”

“Well, you’d think so, but up here bacteria can divide faster... microgravity sometimes seems to flip a switch in cells that’s like, hey guys”—she snapped her fingers—“go nuts.”

He hesitated. “How nuts?”

“Division rates go up tenfold. More. There was a virus experiment up here a few years ago that turned a petri dish into an absolute viral factory—some viruses just love microgravity. You think this has to do with...” She covered her mouth for a moment, before jerking her thumb in the direction of the module’s Earthward wall. “What’s going on back there?”

“I don’t know.” Alvin shook his head. “This just got pushed up on my schedule for today. Has priority over everything else.”

“That’s weird.”

“I’m taking the samples home with me, too.”

“Huh.” Charlie frowned, reaching back briefly to pull off her hairband and shake out her hair to let it float free while staring down at the pages. She looked up at him. “You mind if I keep this? I want to look it over again when I’ve got more time.”

“Go ahead.” Alvin smiled briefly.

“Thanks,” she said, turning away, scratching at her scalp. “And Alvin?”

“Yeah?”

“Be careful when you haul these mice in. Real careful.”

  


  


“STATION, THIS IS Houston. Do you read?”

“Houston, Station receives you loud and clear. I’m powering up the remote manipulator’s cameras now.”

Alvin licked his lips, and gingerly touched the switches on the control panel in the JEM. One by one the monitors flickered into life, displaying a long slender white arm stretching into the distance, still folded in on itself.

The remote manipulator system’s robotic arm was mounted over the ‘porch’—a flat plate on the exterior of the Japanese Experiment Module, specifically for holding experiments that needed to be exposed to space. The mice were on the underside of the porch, shielded from sunlight and the radiation produced by experiments like the JEXTER laser.

“Okay, that’s good, Station. We’re receiving the feed. Do you have the dead pixels on monitor two, or is that on our side?”

Alvin squinted at his screen. “No, I think that’s the arm’s camera telling us she’s growing old.” The radiation count was high in space, and it wasn’t just from the experiments. The sun’s radiation was brutal without the atmosphere as a buffer; it was more than enough to gradually burn out the cameras on Station.

Alvin went one by one through the slow careful steps to power up the robotic arm, double-checking himself at every turn, even if Tom at Mission Control was supposed to be handling the checklist for him.

Tom was CAPCOM again. He usually was, on the day shift. One small reassuring piece of familiarity, even if everything else was changing. Usually Alvin would be talking to the control centre at Munich for research operations, but the Munich centre had been closed as part of the German quarantine effort.

Going through the warm-up procedures for the manipulator arm, making sure the lubricants in the arm’s actuators were smoothly spread, Alvin wet his lips again and dared to ask, “So how you doing, Tom?”

“Pretty good, Alvin. Wife and kids liking their trip up to visit the cousins at Muir Beach in California. Real quiet up there, still. They’re liking the seaside.”

“That’s good.” With any luck, they’d be away from the pandemic.

“Marla?”

“Mad as a cat on a hot tin roof about not being able to go in to work, but she’s good.” Alvin kept an eye on the screens. Wet his lips yet again. But it didn’t matter how often he licked his lips, if he didn’t ask. “So what’s the news like, Tom? Anything on the quarantines?”

The air fans hissed at him.

Silently, the insulation-wrapped steel out there in space wobbled back and forth, as though the spindly arm was doing its own little mechanical tai chi routine.

Alvin sucked down a breath, swallowed down his spittle, and asked, “Tom?”

“Sorry, buddy. It’s all rolling along, you know how it is. How’s that warm-up going?”

So the thirty-second rule was still in place. Alvin sighed. “Yeah, it’s going. You know how it is.” He laughed mirthlessly. “So is there anything we can talk about? How’s everyone doing with their leave cancelled?”

“Huh?”

“Greg and Josh and all them?”

“Oh. Them. They got taken out to Sheppard Air Force Base. Don’t know much about it; nothing I could talk about, anyway,” Tom said, with a subtle edge to his voice.

Alvin blinked, quietly thinking that over. “Uh-huh.”

“Yup.”

“Well give them my best if you see ’em. Houston, I’m starting the procedure now.”

With that, Alvin delicately started moving the manipulator arm. While the mice were the point of the exercise, Alvin was scheduled to get in as much useful work with the manipulator as he could while it was warmed up.

There were canisters to remove and exchange, a non-functional gas spectrometry experiment to unbolt, which he lifted off the porch and relocated to an unused sunny spot where the radiant heat of the sun, when Station wasn’t in Earth’s shadow, wouldn’t matter any. And of course that opened up a shaded space to move another experiment into...

All told, it took Alvin close to an hour before he got his first look at the mousebox.

Two thick metal bolts held it to the underside of the porch. The box itself was a cube about ten inches to a side, with slender extrusions where a gas cylinder was screwed into it.

It didn’t seem very big. Especially not for a mouse colony to fit inside, with all its life support and food.

In the dark of Space Station’s shade it was hard to make out the corners, wrapped up in yellow reflective tape, like an industrial hazard strip. The closer the manipulator got, reflecting sunlight off its white insulation, the brighter the mousebox got.

Alvin leaned over to the small window in the module’s hull. The manipulator looked like an anglepoise lamp trying to make itself small and hide, bent over with its head hidden under the porch. Maybe like someone awkwardly stretched to check down the back of the couch, where something had been lost and forgotten.

Looking at the mousebox on the monitor, Alvin had the feeling he was the first to look at it in a long, long time.

The camera shuddered side to side as he brought the arm’s head in closer, close enough to read the letters engraved in the box’s white skin. Model organism colony support apparatus 656. And beneath that, pasted over a biohazard seal, written on a white sticky label that had dried and curled away from the box in the absolute dryness of hard vacuum, was the hand-pencilled word ‘Pandora.’

Alvin stared at the monitor, the bitter taste of tin-foil bubbling up in the back of his throat.

“What the devil are you, then?” he whispered.

  


  


STEP ONE IN the procedure for removing the mousebox required that he use the manipulator to twist a control on the box’s exterior, triggering the remote euthanasia mechanism. He’d expected step one to result in a puff of air, venting out of the box, but the box remained still and inscrutably silent. Step two specified five minutes to wait for the mice to die, and that wait didn’t sit right with Alvin. He toggled the internal battery (step three-point-one), disconnected the power feeds (step three-point-two), and waited for the computer to confirm the box’s systems were ready for removal (step three-point-three). Finally he made it to step four—pulling the mousebox off the porch and bringing it into the experiment airlock.

He stared at it, slowly bouncing around in the lock, after he’d shut the external door and powered down the manipulator.

The cube turned serenely, then a little faster, buffeted by the air filling the airlock. The handwritten label blew off, flicking against the hatch window, sticking fast and filling the window with the word ‘Pandora.’

Alvin stared at it, hesitating, hand on the hatch. He looked over his shoulder, as if he was doing something foolish, something frightening. He wanted someone to come by and stop him, but Alvin was alone.

‘Pandora.’ The box just had to have ‘Pandora’ for a label.

“Great,” Alvin mumbled under his breath. “Real great.”

He opened the hatch, and the world didn’t end. It didn’t even wobble when he picked up the label—through surgical gloves, naturally—and pasted it back to the sickeningly warm box’s side. It had a living warmth, at least on the side where it had been facing the sun on the way into the airlock. The shadowed side was cool, almost dead to the touch.

If there had been more stowage space on the Soyuz, he wouldn’t have had to open up the mousebox, but he had to separate it out into smaller samples that could be taken home. Thankfully, he could do that in the sealed glovebox.

The glovebox wasn’t anything special, just an airtight box with a window and set of rubber gloves built into the side to safely handle hazardous materials, complete with its own separate air supply. The only real difference from any glovebox on Earth was that this one vented into space if he pulled the right valves. It was standard, theoretically safe, though now that Alvin actually had to use it he didn’t feel very safe.

He sealed it up, tucked his hands into the sleeves of the gloves, and anchored the mousebox to a piece of double-sided Kapton tape on the inside wall. One last check to make sure all the seals were secure, and he set about opening Pandora’s box. He had to force the lid-latches on all four sides with a hard shove of his thumb until he felt the click. One by one, until air hissed with the fourth click.

The lid exploded out with a blast of pressurized air, spinning madly, sending razors of panic raking down Alvin’s spine with every bang of the box lid against the glass in front of his face. He caught hold of it with a reflexive grab and searched desperately for a crack in the glass, but, nothing. Everything was still sealed, safe. He forced down a breath, and did his best to ignore the sick tin-foil taste in his mouth.

The mousebox was full of dead mice, pinned between wire grates in cages no more than an inch tall. They floated in a congealed mixture of their own shit and piss.

Even spared the smell, Alvin retched.

Their white fur was stained faecal brown in places, some had licked themselves cleaner than others, some had torn out clumps of their own fur, leaving bloody little marks on their bodies. They didn’t look sick, though. They looked like they’d all been alive until Alvin had turned the control that killed them.

There were twenty-eight mice packed into a small section of that ten-inch cube, cramped into cages crowded out by the far larger mass of their life support. One by one Alvin took them out of their battery-farm cages, tucked them into plastic pre-labelled envelopes, and transferred them into a three-inch-wide sample cylinder that had been in storage for the duration of the experiment.

Thank God he didn’t have to touch them. Not with his hands, at least. He used a set of long-handled tweezers, and did his best not to look at them.

When he’d finally finished, the sample cylinder sealed up and wrapped in two layers of tape and another plastic envelope, he sealed up what was left of the mousebox and stuffed it into an airtight biohazard trash container. He taped up the container, and vented all air from the glovebox’s interior. Even so, and even with a filter mask over his face, when he opened the glovebox back up he could have almost sworn he could smell death in the air.

He stuffed the sample cylinder into the MELFI storage freezer, and welcomed the opportunity to try and forget all about it.

  


  


AFTER THE COLD loneliness of packing away the mice in the JEM, the bustle and warmth of Unity at dinner time almost had Alvin wondering if he was dreaming.

Matvey and Yegor were smiling at each other, playing chess with a set made from Velcro and fabric swatches that they could fling back and forth to make their moves in the midst of the crowd of six. Even Krister was hanging out from the ceiling, manoeuvring spoonfuls of paste back and forth before catching them in his mouth. Rolan floated below him, using a new pair of scissors to cleanly open the food packets after getting them out of the toaster-sized warmer.

Alvin accepted his brisket with a smile, and carefully bumped his bag of tea against Charlie’s bag of orange juice. “Cheers.”

“You should try the orange juice again,” she said, with more of a smile than Alvin expected. She’d had another call from home today.

“Okay.” He squeezed out a careful blob of tea into the air, reddish and almost clear, blew it lightly in Charlie’s direction. “I’ll swap you some tea for some orange juice.”

She gulped the tea out of the air, sent a blob of orange juice heading back, and Alvin caught the blob between his chopsticks, struggling for a moment to keep from flicking his traded beverage away, but with a little care he got the juice in his mouth.

“Still doesn’t taste of much of anything to me,” he said, as cheerily as he could.

“Bah!” Matvey stuck his head into the conversation, giving the board a flick back across the node to Yegor. “Our food still tastes of something in orbit, even if Roscosmos gave us sand instead of coffee!”

Charlie managed to laugh. “Hey, do you have any of those cans of honey? Want to trade some American peanut butter for it?”

“Sure, sure! Give me a minute.” Matvey pulled himself over to the rack of plastic binders with their food packets, and searched through Unity’s small stockpile of Russian food.

At the folding ‘table’ mounted to the wall, just a board angled to form a ledge, he held the can down with his thumb to keep it from floating away, and levered it open with a camping-style claw opener before giving it to Charlie. Charlie had her own supply of peanut butter, part of the small number of personal foodstuffs sent up with each resupply on the Progress vehicles. She unscrewed the tub, took Matvey’s spoon from him, and pulled out a lump that would never have balanced on a spoon on Earth. It didn’t drip, just hung on.

“There you go,” she said.

“Spasiba!” he said. Thank you!

“Puzhalsta,” Charlie replied with a grin. Please, it’s nothing.

A regular little feast and celebration, ‘family dinner’ on Space Station. Alvin smiled, glancing back down at the movie everyone was ignoring, playing on one of the laptop screens. Some box office bomb; Tank Girl, Alvin thought.

Alvin watched Matvey spread peanut butter on one side of a piece of toast from the bag on the table... but only one side. He lifted his finger and pointed at the dry side. “You should butter both sides.”

“Hm?” Matvey quizzically turned the bread around, looking at both sides.

“No gravity, no bottom side of the bread. You can put peanut butter on both sides, there’s no plate for it to smear off against.” Alvin popped a piece of brisket into his mouth, kept talking with his mouth full. “Got told about it at NASA. One of our guys up here a few years ago figured it out.”

“Hm!” Matvey massaged his spoonful of peanut butter onto the dry side, too, holding the toast at the edges carefully. “Interesting. Another fine example of international cooperation!”

They both laughed.

Alvin cast a worried eye in Charlie’s direction a moment later. She’d drifted away from the group a little, while putting her peanut butter away. Was looking thoughtfully at the other personal food items she’d gotten. A lot of them were packed up and chosen by the astronaut’s families, and Charlie’s family were still stuck in the Houston quarantine.

The quarantine had expanded, as expected. More houses in her neighbourhood had apparently been wrapped up in plastic sheeting marked with biohazard trefoils, doctors in hazmat suits making the occasional journey through the suburban homes, soldiers delivering Red Cross packages with food and essentials. No one in or out.

Little Nate was apparently okay, but her husband Rudy had been coughing at her over the phone. No other symptoms, though, and even though the quarantine had been broken—a couple of neighbours breaking through their plastic wrap only to wind up getting tasered and handcuffed by the patrols within minutes of their ‘escape’—there was every reason to believe he just had a regular cough. Or at least, every reason to hope that.

Of course, Alvin hadn’t been the only one to notice Charlie going off by herself. And bit by bit, instead of talking about comfortable nonsense like food and complaining about how things didn’t taste of very much in space, the conversation edged its way onto the subject of the pandemic.

“Several districts in Moscow are going to be evacuated,” Rolan said, voice low, keeping it in Russian, even though the others had learned it to at least a conversational level, Charlie included. “Not that we were told. Do you know how the kids are?” he asked Yegor.

Yegor shrugged, a surprisingly full-bodied motion as he drifted. “I’ve heard little. They’ll tell me what they think I need to know,” he said, before peeling a cloth chess piece off the board with a Velcro rip

Yegor was the veteran in the room. Now in his late fifties, as a younger man he’d been in possession of a luxuriously Stalin-esque moustache. He’d shaved it off after perestroika and the fall of the Berlin Wall, and since then had been a mainstay of the Russian space station programs, having clocked in close to four hundred days in space. He was the type to be happy with what he was told. But Rolan, and especially Matvey, were younger men. A little more interested in the world.

“This plague is only going to benefit the criminals,” Rolan muttered. “Isn’t that right? All an evacuation will do is get the police out of the city, leave it to the ruffians who stay behind.”

Matvey caught the chess-board, once Yegor finished his move and threw it over. A thoughtful look at the state of the game, and he stuck it to his shirt for later while he finished off the toast. Another shrug, more expressive than Yegor’s. “I don’t know. Maybe the plague will kill them if they stay behind. Then only the law abiding citizens who left will be safe.”

“Pfah! As if this plague could do any good at all.”

“It’s an ill wind that blows no good,” Alvin murmured. He didn’t know if there was a similar expression in Russian.

“It could be for the best,” Krister rumbled, his Russian accent better than his English one. “We are all using too much oil, too many natural resources. The natural consequence of overpopulation. Tens of thousands have died so far, but even hundreds of thousands is too little. If millions died, then, then perhaps the problem could be solved.”

No one answered that.

No one could, all of them staring at Krister.

Krister turned a little red in the face, uncomfortable. He was in Earth sciences. Weather patterns, pollution, global warming. All the ways in which man was destroying the planet. “I’m sorry,” he said. “I didn’t mean it like that. My mouth ran away with me.”

Charlie glared at him. Shook her head, leaning back. The motion hid her face in the floating cloud of her hair.

Rolan and Yegor shared an awkward look over the silence. At last Yegor looked away when Matvey returned the chess set.

“They’re probably partway to finalizing a vaccine for it anyway,” Alvin said, just to hear someone talking.

“Why say that?” Krister asked, relieved that the conversation was moving again.

Alvin let go of his chopsticks and spread his hands helplessly before recovering them from the air. “They’re smart with viruses and immunology. It just takes time, right? I was just preparing experiment samples today that go home with us in two weeks. I don’t understand it myself, but they’re doing this real advanced stuff with mice.”

“What stuff?” Krister demanded.

“Oh, well, they have these mice genetically modified to display human antigens on their cell surfaces...” Alvin explained it as best he could, but he knew he fumbled it. He wished Charlie would step in and explain, but all she contributed to the conversation was that the research documentation looked incomplete, or maybe even false.

“They haven’t listed what infectious agent they’re studying, they haven’t explained why they have every blood group represented except for O-negative... It really doesn’t make any sense.” She grimaced. “There’s something seriously wrong with it.”

“Haven’t you asked the research coordinators about it?” Matvey asked, amazed.

Charlie shook her head. “It’s not my project, it’s Alvin’s.” She stared at him, almost accusingly.

“I wouldn’t have thought to ask,” he said, meekly. “If it was an electronic engineering project, I might have picked it up, but, I don’t know what the ‘normal’ procedures are in biology. Sorry.”

“Well.” She kept shaking her head. “I did try and look up the university and department the experiment’s being conducted for, but apparently it’s just this office that gets private funding, so, who knows? That thing could have been sent up by almost anyone.”

“If you tell me what I need to ask, I’ll get Tom to ask for us as soon as I can.”

“Shit.” Charlie palmed at her face. “Tom. Tom’s O-negative friends.”

“Yeah?”

“Are they sick?”

“Not so far as I know.”

Charlie kept rubbing at her face. “Are any of the O-negative guys sick?”

“What’s this?” Matvey jutted in to ask, chess set floating forgotten beside him. “O-negative guys?”

“Apparently NASA ordered part of our astronaut corps into quarantine at Sheppard Air Force Base,” Alvin explained. “We think they’re all O-negative.”

“And none of the modified mice are O-negative?”

Alvin shook his head. “Not one.”

“Are the Russians doing anything similar?” Charlie asked. “Rolan? Yegor?”

Yegor simply shook his head. Silent. As he had been since the conversation shifted. He was staring intently at them, his arms folded. Rolan, floating beside him, was just as tense. Just as quiet.

As Matvey caught their gaze, he turned pale. Shook his head, and that was all.

At last Krister said, “I don’t think any of the quarantined ones are sick. I haven’t been getting any responses to e-mails from them—I remember Josh saying he was being relocated—but the other astronauts I keep in touch with, both in ESA and NASA, they haven’t been called up for anything. Some of them are in hospital.”

Charlie, Alvin and Krister compared notes. Gossiped about who they knew who’d wound up in hospital, who they knew who might have been relocated to Sheppard. All while the Russians ignored them and watched Tank Girl, following Yegor’s forceful example, silently staring at the screen.

  


  


LATER THAT NIGHT in Harmony, when Matvey finally made his way up from the Russian section, he looked over his shoulder a dozen times before settling into his sleep station. Went to the bathroom twice.

Nervous as hell.

So, floating in his sleeping bag and gazing across the gap as Matvey returned for the second time, Alvin called out, “Hey. What’s up?”

The young Russian shook his head miserably. “Nothing is ‘up.’” Then he smiled, thin-lipped and pale. “We are in space, remember? No up, no down.”

Alvin snorted out a half-laugh. “True, true.”

Krister floated by, sticking his tongue out after brushing his teeth. “Bleh! I still can’t stand swallowing my toothpaste!” Of course they all had to swallow, no drains to spit into on Space Station. No faucets to run a brush under, either, so Krister sipped some water to rinse the brush in his mouth with.

Matvey and Alvin both laughed, but Matvey’s laugh was weaker than Alvin’s.

Alvin watched him. “Yegor got you down?”

Matvey started to shake his head, but stopped. “Yegor. He... He is into some heavy shit, you know?”

“I don’t know.” Alvin blinked. “Like what?”

“Like FSB, KGB before the dissolution of the union.” Matvey smiled weakly. “You know, he wasn’t in the air force before he became an astronaut. Not the proper air force, anyway. He flew spy planes in the ’eighties. Yegor has connections you would not even want to imagine.”

“Christ,” Alvin muttered.

Charlie pulled open the thin doors on her bunk, above Alvin’s, from Alvin’s perspective. From hers, he was above hers. “Are you serious? Does he know something? Is that why he shut you guys up?”

Matvey grinned nervously, pushing his arms through the slits in the sides of his sleeping bag and hugging himself. “I don’t know. I shouldn’t have said anything.”

“Shit. I bet he does know something,” Charlie said, leaning out to lock eyes with Alvin. “Maybe not about the mice, but about this whole mess.”

“Maybe...”

“Don’t ask him, please.” Matvey held out his hands. “I am not even supposed to know these things about Yegor. I just pay attention to rumours, maybe too much attention, you know? They are just rumours.”

“Rumours like what?”

“Rumours like, during the war in Afghanistan, the pandemic was deployed there on KGB orders.” Matvey just got paler and paler. For him, ‘the war in Afghanistan’ was the Soviet invasion in the ’eighties. “But you know, that’s one that my daughter heard on the school ground, and I had to write to her, Kalinka, that is silly, and besides, if it were true they would have censored your e-mail to me, so there is your answe—”

Keeeeeeeeeee!

The alarm cut Matvey off.

“Fuck!” Krister yelled, kicking off from the wash stand and hurtling across the module to grab onto the small emergency panel near the hatch.

“What is it?” Alvin asked, struggling his way out of his sleeping bag. “Air leak?”

“Transmission failure.” Krister banged his hand against the array of warning lights on the panel. “Didn’t you fix that damn flight computer?”

“I thought I did!”

Charlie was already up and out, going through the emergency procedure manuals rattling around on their shelf. She found the right one, dodged around Matvey making his way to his station in the Russian section, and handed the manual up to Krister. He splayed it open, and Alvin moved in beside him to check the instructions.

The voice from the communications panel crackled with interference. “Station, this is Houston, do you read? Over.” It was Tom, barely audible.

Krister wrestled with the communications panel before he got the microphone out of its cradle. “Fucking thing... Station reads you, Houston. We have a transmission failure light blinking at us here. We are still investigating the problem on our end. Over.”

“Well, Station, the problem isn’t on your end, it’s on ours. One of the satellite ground relay dishes has been destroyed.”

“What?”

“Uh, Yeah. Station, be advised that communications from Houston are going to be spotty for awhile.” Even through the static, Tom didn’t sound right.

Alvin shouldered in next to Krister, that sick feeling in his gut back again. “Tom! I know that tone of voice. You haven’t sounded like that since you had to tell your kids the dog died. What the hell’s going on?”

The seconds ticked by, waiting for a response. “Well, Alvin, I’m afraid I have to tell you guys that the Houston Space Center is under terrorist attack.”
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CHAPTER THREE

  


  


THIS WASN’T A procedure anyone had ever thought would be needed. Alvin told himself that, the second time he burned himself with the soldering iron, and resigned himself to fouling up again before getting it right.

Houston was never supposed to go off the air. There was supposed to be a signal just about every moment of every orbit. Occasionally Station went into a blind spot between satellites or over an ocean, but Station went off air, not Houston.

Houston was off the air. Tom’s voice had faded to nothingness with a crash of static as another relay dish was destroyed.

Space Station was served by the TDRSS satellites, usually referred to as the Ku Band satellites, which kept data and bandwidth pouring into Station for all but five to ten minutes of each orbit. Then there was contact with ground stations, and a more reliable but less useful satellite constellation that just shunted voice communications back and forth between Space Station and the ground. But everything went through Houston to the satellites, and from there to Station, and had ever since the Russian communication network’s final two satellites had given up the ghost.

“Here.” First came the circuit board, then came Rolan sticking his head and shoulders into the space Alvin was working in. It made the narrow gap behind the wall panel even more cramped, but after handing over the board, Rolan took the flashlight hanging in the air and held it steady on Alvin’s work.

“Thanks,” Alvin murmured, and dug back into the forest of connections and exposed electronics boards behind the Ku band antenna’s internal links.

The system, and the antenna, had only been intended for a simple data uplink/downlink, using the satellites like radio repeaters and reflectors—space-based internet routers that passed data between Station and Houston. It was all routed through sealed units and chips remotely programmed by teams on the ground; Station wasn’t supposed to need access, and they didn’t have it. No direct control of the satellites, and no direct control of the antenna. Not until Alvin finished soldering in a direct crosslink between the antenna’s system and their computers, anyway.

Krister peered in critically at Alvin and Rolan, Alvin occasionally asking for a tool before finishing up the crosslink by feel and instinct. He’d never worked like this before—it was almost as though he was drafting up a design for a circuit, but instead of using software he was simply building it piece by piece, checking voltages with a multimeter until at last he’d cobbled together a connection into one of the laptops with pieces of the SPHERES robotics experiments.

When he came up for air, he found out he’d been working for barely forty minutes. He sipped water in Unity and washed the scent of solder out of his nose with deep breaths — with no fans pushing air behind the panels, and no gravity to make heat rise, the vapours from soldering had built up into unmoving bubbles of hot gas.

Krister continued to watch him contemplatively, almost calculatingly, until at last Alvin shrugged at him, not sure what he wanted. Krister shook his head and turned his attention to Yegor and Rolan, the pair of them struggling to manually establish a connection to the satellites.

They’d made progress even without Alvin’s help, querying the satellites’ onboard systems enough to make them ping diagnostic data at them—power levels, remaining fuel, and so on. With Alvin helping, it took them only a few minutes more to command them to orient their dishes to preset ground coordinates in their memory. Nobody had any idea what the coordinates represented, but Alvin gambled that they were backup ground stations.

On the third preset, the satellites relayed up a slow stutter of gunfire in response to their call of, “Houston, do you read? Houston?”

No answer, but they could hear gunfire over the link as someone triggered the transmitter.

“Tom, are you still there?”

“Y-yeah, Alvin.” Tom was breathing heavily, now. “We’re still here. It’s good to hear your voice. I thought we’d lost contact with you. Did someone bring the relay dishes back?”

“Maybe. We rewired the Ku antennas and got the satellites pointed at a different ground station.”

“Heh. Without us to help? Nice work.”

“Tom. Is Houston still under attack?”

“Yeah, we are. They broke into the building about twenty minutes ago.” Gunfire, again. A lower thump that fuzzed the transmission. “Security went down to barricade the doors, but we haven’t heard from them since. The National Guard are coming...”

“That’s good. Who are the attackers?”

A pause. That thirty second delay. Alvin smiled weakly, though only he got the joke, looking around at the other astronauts clustering around the communications panel. The delay ended about twenty seconds early.

“I don’t know. They’ve been shouting something about the pandemic on bull horns. I think... I think they blame us for the quarantines.”

“Why would they blame NASA?”

“I don’t know,” Tom murmured. “That gunfire’s getting pretty close, now.”

“I’m praying for you, Tom.”

“Thanks. We’re all praying for you guys up there, too.”

“I’m sure the National Guard is going to get there any time now,” Alvin said.

Matvey looked sorrowful, staring at the microphone in Alvin’s hands. Krister had gone up to Zvezda, but Charlie was still there, fumbling the procedures manuals back into their rack.

Alvin cleared his throat, spoke a little louder. “Hey Tom, I’m sure the National Guard’s going to get there real soon.” He waited a moment. “Over.”

He waited a moment more, unwilling to let thirty seconds elapse before holding down the transmit key.

“Tom?” Alvin exhaled slowly, waited. Waited, repeated his friend’s name, and at last let the microphone go, dragging his hands back through his hair. “God damn.”

Matvey touched his shoulder. “I am sure it will be alright. I am also praying.”

Alvin nodded uncomfortably. The taste of tin-foil was back. That deep, inner discomfort that left him feeling sick inside. Alvin wasn’t too sure about the power of prayer, but Tom believed in it. So all the same, Alvin prayed, staring at the radio.

It remained resolutely silent. Checking on the computer systems, though, there was still a carrier signal—the station on the ground still had power, could still transmit, but nobody was transmitting.

“We should double-check that we still have contact with Moscow,” Matvey said, after a few quiet minutes.

Moscow was the Russian ground control centre. Their round-the-clock communications were routed through Houston’s systems; if Houston went down, Station would be limited to direct line of sight radio communications while over one of Moscow’s antennas. When they switched the communications panel over to channel two, they heard Krister and Yegor speaking with one of Moscow’s ground control officers.

“—Ridiculous that you cannot check! Are there no copies of the American documentation there?” Krister barked.

“Ordinarily we would use the hotline, but no one is picking up at the other end. We simply do not have the protocols for linking directly into satellite communications, there was never any need for it!”

“Do not make excuses,” Yegor said. “Are you in touch with any of the Americans?”

“We are in contact with Kennedy but they say they do not have their engineers in the facility yet. You must wait!”

Charlie pointed at a blinking indicator on the panel. “Look! Someone’s talking on channel one.”

Matvey switched it over.

“Tom?” Alvin asked, taking the microphone from Matvey.

There was no gunfire in the background. Just a long, drawn out hacking cough, voices in the background, and the unfamiliar twang of a Texan good ol’ boy’s accent. “Where’s the movie set?”

“Houston, this is Station, please identify yourself. Over.”

“I said, where’s the movie set? We found the pool, but none of y’all were in there. I’m speaking to the movie set, right?”

Alvin looked to Charlie and Matvey for support, but they were both staring at him, wide-eyed. Frightened.

Alvin cleared his throat. “Who is this, and who do you think you’re speaking to? Over.”

The good ol’ boy laughed knowingly. “I’m Jerry L. Brentford, one of the sumbitches who busted in on your sorry ass to tear down your factory of lies. Now if you get out of that movie set where you film the Space Station hoax, and get on your knees in the corridor, we’ll arrest y’all like good citizens and ain’t none of you gonna get shot. Now how’s that sound to you?”

Charlie whimpered. “Oh, Fuck.”

“What is he talking about?” Matvey looked away from her, shot Alvin a desperate glance. “I don’t understand. What is this?”

“Jerry seems to think we’re a hoax.”

“What?”

The radio crackled. “Y’all making up your minds? I ain’t a patient man. You coming out and cooperating, or not?”

They all stared at the panel.

Finally, Alvin cleared his throat. “He thinks the ISS is faked.”

“But what is this! That is mad,” Matvey stammered. “You can point a telescope up and see us, who is he, how can he be that stupid?”

Alvin licked his lips nervously. “Go get Krister.”

“What?”

“Go get Krister!” Alvin spun, tearing Matvey from his perch and throwing him up the station, toward Zvezda. “Just get Krister, damnit!”

Reeling drunkenly, Matvey caught himself against a wall. Blinked with frightened betrayal at Alvin, then turned to pull himself into a single long soaring glide up Station.

Alvin drifted backward in a slow tumble. Equal and opposite reactions. Newton’s third law. He clutched at his head, twisting away.

“Look, I ain’t in the mood for games,” Jerry told them across an audio background of men screaming at each other. “If you don’t come out of whatever hideyhole you got yourselves dug into, I’m going to have to start killing your friends over here. Now you’ve got to the count of ten to start talking. One, two—”

“Alvin!” Charlie screeched.

He grabbed at the nearest bar and yanked himself back to the communications panel. She fumbled the microphone at him as if it was an adder, and he grabbed it tight.

“Five... Six...”

“Jerry you’ve gotta believe me, please. We’re not at Houston, we’re real far away.”

“Yeah? Where?”

Looking at Charlie for help got him nowhere. She was staring at him, scared.

Alvin was scared, too. “I can’t tell him we’re up here,” he whispered. “He’ll shoot Tom.”

Charlie bit her lip raw. “Russia. Tell him we’re in Russia.”

Alvin held down the transmit key. “Jerry. You there?”

“And fuckin’ waiting, boy.”

“We’re at the Baikonur Cosmodrome. Star City, in Russia. It’s—it’s where they launch the Soyuz from.”

“Huh. Makes sense to keep it remote and out of the country, I guess.”

“Jerry, please—please don’t hurt anyone, okay? It’s real important you don’t hurt anyone.”

The man snorted. “Real important I don’t hurt anyone? How about it’s real important you don’t hurt anyone? That’s rich, that’s fucking rich. You ain’t got no room to speak, boy, not when you and yours have been spreading the Cull!”

While Jerry continued his ranting, Krister caught Alvin’s eye from the hatch. The Russians were with him. Silently they climbed and floated down to listen. And the longer the crew listened, the worse it got.

“We know you government bastards been pumping the Cull into our homes, it’s cuz of you our kids are getting sick, putting that shit in drinking water and spreading it in chemtrails after planes, using satellites to rain the Cull down on us! And why? Just so’s you can control us? Make us line up for vaccinations and get the mark of the beast slung on us or die? That ain’t no way to live! God damn you faggots!” He punctuated his statement with a gunshot. And another.

It was the first time Alvin had heard the pandemic called ‘the Cull.’

“This ain’t God’s retribution upon man! It’s man’s retribution against man! And we will not take the deaths of our sons and daughters laying down, we’ll fight and put these bastards in the ground—”

Gunfire, and the transmission went dead. Alvin prayed that all Jerry had struck down in his anger had been the communications console, but after fifteen minutes of panicky consultation with Russia, they lost all signals entirely. Every ground station the Ku band satellites knew about was down.

Space Station was off the air.

  


  


“BUT THERE IS no procedure for this emergency. No one thought Houston could just vanish. We have to start preparing the Soyuz capsules to go down!” Charlie stumbled over the words, rushing to get them out before catching her thumbnail between her teeth, gnawing, ready to rip it right out.

“I agree,” Yegor said in slow, careful English. “We should start running the checks on the Soyuz capsules.”

“We are not evacuating,” Krister growled. As far as he was concerned, as Crew Commander, this was the closest thing Space Station could have to mutiny. “We are not in any immediate danger and can safely continue the mission. Communications have been lost before, this is nothing to be unduly concerned about.”

“I didn’t say evacuate, I said run the start up checks.” Yegor glared at Krister. Yegor was scheduled to take command of the next leg of the expedition, when Krister, Alvin and Matvey returned to Earth in two weeks. If they returned. “I am not suggesting we get into our suits. But if the emergency escalates, we must be ready.”

“It already has escalated! We need to evacuate, without Houston the mission is over!” Tears were starting to glob up around Charlie’s eyes. Not falling, just clinging to the corners of her eyes in the freefall. She wiped at her face with her sleeve. “We can’t do this without a connection to the ground.”

Krister gritted his teeth. “There have been blackouts before.”

“We need the engineering help.” Alvin grabbed the bar behind him to keep from floating into the centre of the group. He didn’t want too much of the spotlight. “We need the teams on the ground to help us keep this thing in orbit. We’re up here, but there are hundreds of technicians down there, and... and now they’re not there.”

“I am sure that ground control can be transferred to Moscow if the situation demands it,” Matvey pointed out. “We also have flight engineers and expertise, they can be briefed by NASA—”

“They can’t!” Charlie yelled, as though raising her voice would put more force behind her argument, make up for her panicky worry. “Don’t you get it? Those crazies who attacked... they’re infected with the Cull. They’re talking about their children dying, they’re infected! They’ve broken every quarantine between wherever they started from and Houston, the entire Johnson Space Center is infected, the American half of this effort is dead.”

“The Cull—the pandemic,” Alvin corrected himself, “isn’t that lethal. Millions have been infected but only forty thousand or so have died—that’s less than one percent.”

“Seventy-six thousand,” Yegor grunted. “It was forty thousand this morning. Seventy-six was the last official number I saw, just after dinner.”

“Still, though...”

“It’s not a normal virus down there!” Charlie held her arms against her face, eyes squeezed shut, damp tears spreading. “A week ago it was no more than six hundred. Three days ago it hadn’t broken ten thousand! The number of dead are almost doubling every day, Alvin. Doubling. The infection is spreading even faster than that, and in another week the number of dead will be in the millions.”

They were all staring at her. Even Alvin. She whipped her head around, meeting their gazes in turn, tears flicking off the edges of her eyelashes and into stilled raindrops in front of her eyes. “Almost no one clears this infection after they catch it, and once it’s got you it always gets worse. They’re all going to die. All of them!”

Silence met her, until Krister hesitantly spoke. “We... we don’t know that.”

“We don’t, but my husband and child are caught in a fucking quarantine and now I can’t even fucking call home to check they’re okay!” She started shaking with sobs, whirling away from the rest of them to grind her eyes into her shoulder.

After a moment, Matvey said, “My children are safe, but I am worried about them, too. Perhaps Charlie is right.”

“We all have people back home we’re real concerned for,” Alvin said. “I haven’t heard from my wife in a day or so. Our families are important to us, but the mission’s important too. I agree that we need to evacuate, get home, but let’s do it safely, huh? We need to get Station’s systems shut down and remote control established at Moscow—”

“Those are not our orders,” Krister pointed out.

Yegor stared him down. “It is true those aren’t our orders, but I agree that we need to be ready to leave if the situation deteriorates. Thankfully it has not deteriorated yet.”

Rolan shook his head slowly. “There is another problem. None of us are O-negative.”

“What?” Yegor asked.

“Alvin’s mice, the NASA astronauts pulled to their air base. It is all connecting together, isn’t it? You said very few are beating the infection, yes?” Rolan tugged at Charlie’s shoulder until she faced him, her eyes raw red, tears building again. “It’s the O-negatives, isn’t it?”

“I don’t know. I don’t think that’s being investigated. Fuck, if I could just read the medical papers from the ground...”

“None of us are O-negative,” Rolan repeated. “And we do not even know if that gives immunity. When we return to Earth, what then? We will be infected like everyone else. Up on Station we are, at least, quarantined from Earth.”

“That’s fine for you, Rolan,” Alvin snapped, “but I’m scheduled to go home with Krister and Matvey in another two weeks anyway. I’m not quarantined from anything for long.”

“Then stay. We should all stay on Space Station until the situation resolves,” Rolan said.

Alvin stared at him. “You... You don’t have anyone to go back to, do you?”

“Yes, I am the only one of us unmarried.” Rolan’s expression hardened. “So what?”

“So you don’t care if you get home or not, do you?” Alvin looked at the others. “All of the rest of us have wives and kids and family to go back to, people we love, people in danger, but Rolan Petrov is too good for—”

“I have family!” Rolan howled, face scarlet, snarling as he lunged out at Alvin, restraining himself from actually striking, body shaking with the effort of only letting himself scream in Russian. “You shit-eating bastard! I have my family and my nephews and nieces and just because my career came before marriage does not make me heartless!”

Alvin recoiled away in fear, spattered by the droplets of spittle hanging in the air, tumbling toward him from Rolan’s lips.

Yegor didn’t quite hold his comrade back, but the older Russian did edge himself between them, glaring at Rolan judgementally.

“The mission. Is more important. Than the six of us,” Rolan growled out in brutally accented English, past Yegor’s shoulder.

Alvin covered his mouth with his hands for a moment, staring at Rolan, the pair of them both breathing hard. At last he said, “I’m sorry I said that.” He sucked down a long breath, and made himself say the words slowly. “I’m angry and I want to see my wife. I’m worried and I don’t see how we can do our jobs without Houston. I spoke without thinking, I’m sorry.”

Rolan grimaced at him. Shook his head, still red in the face. “Fucking American conflict resolution.” He laughed mirthlessly. Waved his hand at Alvin. “Da, da. Is fine. We are all unhappy.”

Charlie edged back up to the conversation. She’d dried her eyes. “Alvin’s right. We can’t do this without Houston. We’re going to have to go home sooner or later, and I want that to be sooner.” Her voice was hoarse. “We all know they can keep Station flying from the ground if they have to. There are procedures for safely evacuating and leaving Station prepared for control by ground crews.”

Rolan held up his hands, taking a breath, thinking before speaking. “I disagree. I think that Houston’s functions can be taken up by Moscow, and that the mission can continue. We are here for the mission, the mission must continue.”

“What mission? We are at the cutting edge of science, theoretical physics and microgravity research, but there are much bigger problems on the ground,” Matvey snapped.

He was rewarded with silence, the time to shake his head and silently back down, before Charlie spoke up.

“You don’t know that Moscow can take over,” she said.

Rolan folded his arms, considering that. “This is true. But I am confident it is an option.”

“Evacuation is another option.”

Krister, mostly content to watch, eyes flashing judgement at them all, shifted his accusing gaze from Rolan to Charlie. He cleared his throat. “Is your opinion influenced by your personal situation?”

She stared back at him icily. “You mean because I’m a mother?”

“Yes.”

She narrowed her eyes at him. “I may be a woman,” she said evenly, “but I’m also the only one here whose family is directly quarantined. Matvey and Yegor’s kids are safe.” She looked at them, face carefully neutral. “Don’t you two tell me that you wouldn’t share my concerns if your children were stuck in a house two doors down from people sick with the pandemic and willing to break quarantine.”

Matvey and Yegor shared a glance. Matvey looked away first, and Yegor spoke. “I agree, Krister. Her judgement is no more suspect than mine, or Matvey’s, or even Alvin’s.” He gestured across at Alvin. “Your wife is also in quarantine, isn’t she?”

“Her place of work is,” Alvin said.

“I won’t pretend that my ‘personal situation’ isn’t clouding my judgement, but even if things are a little more difficult for me than they are for the rest of us,” Charlie said, “I don’t believe my judgement is any more suspect than yours. This situation is difficult for us all.”

Alvin nodded. “She’s right. Krister, all of our opinions are being influenced by our personal situations. If we put it to a vote...”

“We will not act on a vote,” Krister said, much too quickly. “But at least it would be helpful to make our opinions clear. Those in favour of an immediate evacuation?”

Alvin put his hand up before checking on the others. The only two abstainers were Krister and Rolan.

Krister looked at Rolan, blowing out a sigh. “And for staying aboard...”

Rolan nodded, lifting his hand. Stared questioningly at Krister. “Isn’t that your ‘vote’ as well?”

Krister hesitated, shook his head. “I am not sure what my opinion is. Charlie, I apologise for questioning your judgement.”

“Apology accepted,” she said, blowing out a last, tense breath.

“I do not agree with the evacuation of Space Station in the short term. We will wait to establish direct radio contact with Moscow. Our first chance at it should be”—he glanced at his wristwatch—“in ten hours, fifteen minutes. In the meanwhile we return to our schedules. Physical fitness training, systems maintenance on the station, sleep. We’ll ignore the science until we’re sure of what’s going on, and in the meanwhile, Yegor, running a check on the Soyuz capsules would not be unwise.”

“Very well.”

As the group began to draw apart to get back to their routines, Alvin saw a strange expression flicker over Charlie’s face. She stared at the back of Rolan’s head for a moment. “Krister, shouldn’t we have two people working on the capsules, one for each of them?”

“There’s no urgency,” he replied. “Yegor can handle it alone.”

“Okay,” she said, voice carefully neutral again, and looked away. For a moment, Alvin caught her eye. She shook her head, leaning back until her hair wafted around her head, hiding her expression, and she turned and sailed away from one module to the next.
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CHAPTER FOUR

  


  


THE RUSSIAN RADIO station in Zvezda was better designed than the amateur radio set a few feet away. All Rolan and Yegor had to do, stonily silent with one another, was compute the path of their orbit, set it into the station’s controls, and the dials began to slowly turn themselves, compensating for Space Station’s speed and the radio signal’s Doppler shift.

“Moscow, Station. Do you read? Over.”

Rolan ignored Yegor and pulled himself closer to one of Zvezda’s small windows, staring out at the ground far below them with intense scrutiny.

Yegor repeated himself. “Moscow, Station. Do you read? Over.”

This was their fifth pass over Russia. Each orbit passed a little further east than the last one, and after this final window of contact, Space Station would be all alone again for almost a day, as long as it took their orbit’s alignment to come back into line of sight with Moscow’s antennas.

During the first pass, things on the ground at Houston were still up in the air. Moscow hadn’t re-established contact with Houston, but they were in touch with what was left of NASA elsewhere. Kennedy Space Center was already trying to take over Houston’s role. The National Guard had surrounded the Lyndon B. Johnson Space Center, and had lain siege on the attackers who had overrun the Houston control buildings.

The attackers were, as the Moscow controllers read to them from an internet news article, ‘Something of an ideological mix between Texas’s independence militias, survivalist conspiracy theorists, and the Ku Klux Klan.’ They’d been calling themselves the ‘True Patriots’ since shortly after the pandemic had come along, and were the unfortunate result of quarantines that had trapped domestic terrorists together with right wing maniacs and people too desperate to think straight.

Or, as Charlie darkly murmured to Alvin after they’d heard that, people who couldn’t think straight anymore. People incubating the pandemic inside them, the disease mysteriously bubbling away in their guts and brains and blood.

“Moscow, Station. Do you read? Over.”

“Yes! Moscow reads you, Station!” It was still a relief to hear those enthusiastic words, even for the fifth time.

Yegor smiled at them before settling in to business. Reporting the situation on Station, the current air mix, the few vital statistics that Mission Control could use to try and diagnose potential problems before they became anything to worry about.

Then Moscow shared its news. “The siege at Houston was concluded forty minutes ago. The American Army’s Delta Force assaulted the True Patriots as planned and have secured the grounds and main buildings.”

They all wanted to ask questions about that, but in the limited time they had to communicate, there was a little more business to get through first. The standard details about Station’s operations, not just the essentials. What part of life support was acting up, reporting and confirming what they’d achieved in the time since last contact—Alvin had gone through the checklists to ensure none of Station’s systems that could be remotely controlled from Houston had been acting up, or been sabotaged, and he took the microphone to read that out, until they’d gotten through enough that they had time to ask a few personal questions.

Matvey asked about their families. All their families. The answers were brisk, and painful, for some of them.

“Matvey, your children have been notified. They are fine, Liliya wants to tell you that the dog is behaving.

“Rolan, there are no messages”—Rolan gritted his teeth, not looking at any of the crew—“but your siblings and parents have been notified.

“Yegor, your eldest daughters could not be reached, but your wife has been contacted and says they are travelling, and all is well.

“Krister, your wife has been notified, she sends your family’s warm wishes.

“Alvin, Charlie, we have been unable to contact your spouses or families. Kennedy were unable to provide their contact information but are attempting to make contact.

“Are there any short messages the crew wish to send home?”

Yegor looked around the crowded space of Zvezda, from face to face. He almost offered the microphone to Alvin and Charlie, but hesitated. At last he asked, voice as gentle as the rough old man could ever make it, “Just our love and reassurances?”

“Yes,” Krister said.

Charlie nodded mutely.

Alvin stared at her, as if for support. Surely she’d want to say something, anything? He wanted to tell Marla everything would be alright, that he’d be home soon, that he hoped she was safe... He bit down on everything he wanted to say, and nodded weakly. “Yes,” he whispered. “That sounds good, Yegor.”

“The crew send our families and friends our love, and reassurances that all is well with us, and that we are safe. That is all for the moment, Moscow.”

“Good. We have a few minutes left for the radio window. Are there any questions?”

Of course there were. Yegor held out the microphone, first to Matvey, who looked pointedly in Charlie’s direction. Yegor nodded, and held the microphone out to her, instead.

She leaned forward, and cleared her throat before speaking in careful Russian. “Are there any news reports about the Houston quarantine?”

A pause. “We will research this for you, but there are no changes we are aware of.”

She hesitated, about to speak again... but then glanced at Alvin. Ushered him forward to Yegor, thinking he’d want similar news.

But instead Alvin asked, “Was anything said about the staff at Houston? Are they safe?”

There was a nagging pause. Slow, and heavy. Almost like speaking with Tom about the pandemic, a thirty-second wait that dragged on and on, until at last Moscow responded.

“The True Patriots executed their hostages in the main buildings before the assault began. I am so sorry.”

Praying hadn’t been enough.

  


  


“THIS IS BE-SIXTY-SIX-KL. Is IG-Twelve-TK out there and listening? Over.” Alvin clung to the amateur radio set like an anchor. It had been two days. Two awful, awful days.

Charlie had been right about the pandemic’s mortality rate. The first night after the assault the tally had gone up to an estimated hundred and sixty thousand. The second night it edged up to the nice round number of four hundred thousand. Tomorrow it would be eight hundred thousand, the day afterward, one million six hundred thousand. And every day after that... Alvin didn’t want to think about.

Kennedy had re-established contact. Given them the Ku band satellites and given them time to call their families, read the news, read and respond to e-mail, stare at the photographs of bodies piled like cordwood outside a hospital crematorium in London, a man in yellow hazmat gear torching the bodies with a flamethrower, because the crematorium would be just too damn slow. And, of course, read about the rioting as what was left of the True Patriots rampaged through suburban Houston, burning down power and phone lines.

Marla’s cellphone had stopped ringing the day before—just out of charge, Alvin prayed—but it left her out of contact, and the quarantines had been extended to their part of Houston.

“This is BE-Sixty-Six-KL. Is IG-Twelve-TK out there and listening? Over.” Alvin stared at the set, and dared hope. He didn’t use the station’s amateur radio call sign, NA-One-SS. Even on a night like tonight, with the streets burning in a dozen cities across the United States, as people who thought the True Patriots had the right idea screamed and rose up against the government, Space Station’s call letters drove the ham radio operators down there into a frenzy trying to make contact.

At last, the signal buzzing, Alvin heard an unfamiliar voice call back to him. “BE-Sixty-Six-KL, this is MT-Seven-One-LW. I have a message to relay for you from IG-Twelve-TK. Do you read? Over.”

Alvin’s core went frozen, his heart not quite stopped as he bit down on the side of his tongue, fighting the nervous crackling ache of tin-foil at the back of his throat. “I read. Go ahead, over.”

No thirty second pause, just the brief delay of someone reading a note out loud. “IG-Twelve-TK relays to BE-Sixty-Six-KL: Neighbourhood has no power, Lenny sick but will keep trying to transmit. Marla yelled message over fence, she is not sick yet, loves Alvin very much. End of message. Over.”

Tears brimmed over the corners of Alvin’s eyes and built up, thicker and thicker until they wobbled like jello over his eyelids when he blinked, left him just about blinded and unable to do more than pull up his shirt and wipe them dry, only for the tears to build all over again.

He sobbed, spluttered. Shook his head.

Leonard was a saint. An ex-astronaut in a suburban neighbourhood full of them, a good neighbour, an amateur radio buff, and a saint.

There wasn’t time to cry, though. He had no idea who or where MT-Seven-One-LW was, and the transmission windows between Station and the ground for amateur sets were fifteen minutes long at best. “Thank you, MT-Seven-One-LW. Can you relay a message back?”

“I can try. Go ahead.”

“Thanks to Lenny. To Marla, Alvin loves Marla back, and will come home as soon as he can.” He held his shirt’s hem against his eyes and, for a moment, let himself cry. “Promise.”

  


  


CHARLIE WAS STAGING a strike.

Until the ground staff at Kennedy and the Air Force got her family out of their quarantine in Houston, she was refusing to work. No lab experiments, no repairs, no checking on her bone density, nothing. She’d asked Alvin to join her, get more of the crew behind it until they got Marla out too.

He was tempted. Matvey was, too. His daughters may have been safe, but they could have been safer. Russia hadn’t reacted peacefully to the news that the pandemic was worsening. But in the end, Alvin had chosen to stick to his schedule and trust that NASA would do what it could for Marla.

This was Alvin’s first expedition, his first flight. He had decades left, and if Yegor was still in space while chasing sixty, Alvin didn’t want to give up the possibility that he could be part of future expeditions to Space Station. Maybe the hoped-for mission to Mars...

“There isn’t going to be a mission to anywhere ever again, Alvin.” Charlie sucked her soup through a straw, before glaring at him. “The space program is over, everything’s over, we need to be ready to pick up the pieces back on Earth.”

“When the crew of Skylab mutinied for a day, well. None of those guys ever flew again. Not one of them. It didn’t matter that they were right about being overworked, they never got another mission.”

“We’re not going to fly again, Alvin. And even if we were, we’re going to do more good on the ground. It’s not going to be about pushing the boundaries of science after the pandemic’s over, it’s going to be about practical engineering—rebuilding society. Dealing with new problems.”

He stared at his bag of tea, trying not to dwell on the fact that Leonard was sick. Right next door to Marla.

“Problems like what?” he asked.

She sipped up her soup quietly. “Like stopping the inmates from taking over the asylum.”

“What are you talking about?”

She shook her head. “I’ve been reading up on the pandemic research from the ground. There’s talk about neurological damage, psychosis, it’s... not pretty.”

Alvin bit his lip. “Could you do me a favour?”

“What? Now that I’m on strike and don’t have anything to do, you mean?” She smirked at him.

He didn’t feel her levity. “That thing with the mice is still bugging me, and I don’t have the time to look into anything...”

  


  


“THE PANDEMIC IS following a pattern,” she told them all as they gathered at the end of the day in Unity. Even if it wasn’t the pleasant feast of previous nights, the crew still gathered to eat, and Charlie was still part of that crew, even on strike. “It’s getting worse the longer it goes on.”

She held up one of the laptops. She’d been reading research from the ground on the pandemic’s viral agent, and used the snippets she’d copied out like a crude slideshow for them. “The first deaths were in the young. Children. Fevers, mostly. But it didn’t kill the elderly like that; the elderly victims first fell to cardiac problems. These were the outliers, incidental deaths, people who were already vulnerable. But a viral strain analysis showed that the virus had been around a lot longer than that.

“By comparing lineages, taking into account how fast the virus changes and mutates, the Galveston National Laboratory estimated that the two most widely divergent strains they could find, from southern Spain and California, had split off from each other anywhere between three to six months ago. The first news reports referring to it are from two months ago, weeks before the first death.”

“Which means we might have it,” Krister grimly pointed out. “Your launch to Station was a little less than three months ago.”

“I don’t think so. None of us have shown any symptoms.” Her response earned raised eyebrows, so Charlie went on. “Exposure to the early pandemic strains resulted in an initially mild case of infection, fevers and fatigue, and in some cases a heavy course of antivirals cleared it. Not all cases, but some of them. Since then, nobody’s cleared an infection without being O-negative. And honestly, it doesn’t sound like that many people with O-negative blood were infected long enough to develop symptoms. Most never contracted it in the first place.”

She looked around. “Judging by the pattern on the ground, if the virus were on Station we’d either all be sick by now, or dead. We’re not O-neg. Even if the virus was spreading before we launched, we haven’t picked it up.”

“Mmmn,” Yegor grunted. “Okay. And this pattern?”

She snapped her fingers, pointing at him. “Right. Back on track. Okay, so the longer the pandemic’s been active, the longer it’s infected a population, the more lethal it gets.” She looked around at them expectantly, but none of them had her background. She had to explain. “This isn’t how viruses work, it’s not how they evolve.

“The faster a virus spreads, usually, the faster a natural equilibrium emerges, so the virus can spread through a population without killing. It wants to spread in a population of healthy hosts—particularly lethal diseases are generally new to human populations. After they’ve been around in us a few hundred years, they settle down, become benign. The pandemic’s doing it backwards.

“By the time we found out it existed, it was so mild that it’d spread globally without anyone noticing. By the time we found out it could be lethal, by the time we started quarantines, it’d gone airborne and had been mixing in the global population for weeks.” She looked at them expectantly, and this time got worried understanding for her efforts. “And all of these individual strains, no matter where they were, all independently started turning lethal. It wasn’t that a single strain somewhere had turned lethal and spread; no, in every afflicted population the virus did it spontaneously.

“Worse still, the symptoms leading to death are getting progressively worse. From the blood pressure spikes that killed the elderly, it went to haemorrhage in the lungs, that bloody coughing that’s been on the news. But a freak case in Arkansas early last week was worse still, a patient named Nicholas Boone’s internal organs began to suffer runaway liquefactive necrosis—he almost literally shat out his guts. The same thing’s happened in Ohio and Oklahoma, with no possibility of cross infection. The pandemic developed new strains with the same effects, in locations hundreds of miles away from each other.”

Yegor continued to stare at her. He was pale. Jaw clamped. No longer making his musing grunts. And beside him, Matvey was staring at the old man with nervous horror.

Matvey looked across to Alvin, almost pleadingly. Touched his fingers to his lips while Yegor’s attention was elsewhere. Shhh.

Just what kind of ‘heavy shit’ was Yegor into?

“That sounds... bad,” Krister said, at last.

“It is. The longer this pandemic continues, the worse it gets. We have to stop it as soon as we can. And we may have the answer to stopping it on Space Station.”

“What?”

Charlie gestured at Alvin. “The mice.”

Alvin folded his arms uncomfortably. All he’d done was ask her to look into something he didn’t understand. She’d done the actual work.

“Not only are they genetically altered to produce blood group antigens, their immune systems were altered.” She smiled, nervously. “Changed around and spliced to fit a risk profile we know exists for the pandemic. The experiment’s documentation doesn’t tell us what they’re infected with, but there are no O-negative mice in the group, the experiment was launched with one of the Progress craft four months ago, well within the time margin Galveston thinks the pandemic emerged in, and those mice? That experiment’s designed to turn them into farms to cultivate a single virus in their blood. I’m sure it’s an early strain of the pandemic, and they’re swarming with it.”

The nervous taste of tin-foil sizzled between Alvin’s teeth. “You’re talking about a vaccine?”

She nodded. “Cellular division can accelerate under microgravity conditions. If I had a new, unknown virus on my hands, and I wanted a vaccine for it fast? I’d get it into orbit as soon as I could. After having isolated the virus, the first thing you need are clean samples. You can’t just take it out of victims, that gives you the wild strain. You need to get the virus clean, to get a population infected with a single workable strain, a seed strain. Ideally the earliest ancestor you can catch.

“They’ve been struggling to achieve it on the ground. Trouble getting it to grow in the lab, and they’ve had repeated failures trying to breed the wild strain down to something usable. But up here that work’s been done. It’s in the mice. They’ve been raised in a sterile environment, the only viral loads they’ll have in them are the pandemic itself and the remnants of the retroviruses used to modify their immune systems.

“We can take them right now, pull a serum from them and dose it with formaldehyde to kill the virus, and we could inoculate ourselves with it.”

“That doesn’t sound entirely safe.” Rolan pulled himself back down against a wall, looking at her from an awkward angle. At last he let his food go, reoriented himself to face her properly, and reclaimed the floating packs. “You’re telling us to inject ourselves with formaldehyde?”

“Very little. Think of it as more like washing the viral material with it — just enough has to be used to break the virus down so that it can’t replicate, but the antigens remain intact.”

“Antigens? I though those had to do with blood type.”

Charlie grimaced, shook her head. “Antigens are anything the immune system learns to produce an immune response to. The antibodies generated are tuned to cling to a specific part of a virus, or proteins forming a cell wall, anything foreign to the body. That’s the antigen, if it’s biologically active. If it’s relatively inert, it’s usually termed an allergen. It’s the same biological process.

“The trick is to keep the virus fragments whole enough that the body recognises them as antigens, and then produces antibodies that respond to the complete virus just as effectively.”

Rolan stared at her levelly, digesting the information. “What risk is there if the viruses are not broken down enough by the formaldehyde?”

“Then we’ve injected ourselves with the live virus. With luck, the strain they sent up with the mice was stabilized and asymptomatic. It’s what you want in a seed strain. I hope that’s what they did. But I’m more worried about the retroviruses they used to make the mice transgenic—I don’t have a good way of filtering those out while we’re up here. Gene therapy to play with the ABO antigens... the literature talks about pancreatic cancer and tumours causing brain damage akin to schizophrenia in rats.” She smiled tightly. “So if anything, the risk is going to be that I’m too thorough breaking the viruses down and the fragments left will be too indistinct for an effective inoculation.”

“How many doses can you make up here?” Alvin swallowed back the tinny sting in his mouth. “You can’t mean we could make enough vaccine to protect the entire world, do you?”

“No.” she shook her head rapidly, a sharp flick of her hair, a halo around her. “There isn’t remotely enough material for that. But I could make a handful of doses. Enough to keep us and a few others safe long enough to manufacture a proper vaccine once we get to the right facilities on the ground.”

Rolan locked eyes with Yegor for an intent moment. Neither said anything, but Rolan broke away first, turning to Charlie. “You’re talking about saving the world.”

“Maybe. I hope so. It can take weeks, months, to manufacture a vaccine in the quantities required once it’s at this stage, but it’s possible we could make enough before it’s too late.”

Krister blinked at her, his eyebrows raised, shocked, as if he’d been slapped. He took a breath, putting on the calm face of their crew commander. “If it’s the correct strain of virus,” he said, voice betraying worry, excitement. “And if it is, it sounds like this experiment is critical. Something that takes priority over everything else we’re doing here.”

Alvin was staring at one of the pastel pink walls of Unity. An absurd colour, but calming, and that’s why it had been used. That’s why he focussed on it, gently chewing the sides of his tongue, trying to banish the tin-foil taste from his mouth. A handful of doses? Those would have to be used on those working to cure the virus. There wouldn’t be any way to justify vaccinating non-critical personnel. Could dentists qualify? He doubted it, Marla didn’t have anything like the right experience for this. But Rudy, Charlie’s husband, was a retired industrial chemist.

He watched her face, waiting for eye contact, until at last she smiled at him. Her smile lost none of its excitement, none of its righteous hope, but Charlie’s attention returned to Krister and Rolan, ignoring Alvin’s sick worry.

“We need to confirm the details of this experiment. If it’s true, wasting even a week could be critical,” Rolan said. “We may need to send Krister, Alvin and Matvey back down immediately, rather than in two weeks as scheduled.”

Krister nodded back at him. “If Charlie’s theory about the experiment is true. Let’s call the ground.”

  


  


“THAT’S A HARE-BRAINED theory you guys have,” the CAPCOM at Kennedy said over the link. It was a new voice, one Alvin wasn’t immediately familiar with—Kyle Gilder, an astronaut who flew a desk and keyboard these days. “I’m looking at the listing, but the experiment documentation we’ve got just lists the strain introduced to the mice as the ‘Ten-Zee’ subtype and doesn’t specify what it’s a strain of...”

“Can you get in touch with the laboratory concerned?” Krister looked up at Charlie, and nodded once. She hadn’t been able to find anything to the laboratory running the experiment beyond a front office in a small university.

Kyle hesitated, though it wasn’t anything like the thirty second pause, just the flick of pages turning as he looked through a file. “There’s a lot of documentation here, guys, I’m not sure I’m getting all of it. The file here is huge, and it’s mixed up with a lot of other projects...” He trailed off.

Krister waited, until impatience took over. “Kennedy, do you have anything for us on the AAMICE project?”

The microphone clicked off, dead air. And Alvin found himself counting the seconds, very nearly all thirty seconds of that old pause, before Kyle Gilder murmured over the miles, “I’m real sorry to tell you guys that, looking at the file, we don’t have any information on that. Other than loading up the samples to return with the Soyuz as scheduled, there’s nothing else in here that Station needs to be informed of.”

Even though Alvin didn’t know Kyle, he could hear the worry and fear in his voice.

Worry and fear that was repeated in Charlie’s voice when they returned to Harmony to bed down for the night, after the crew’s slice of private personal time. “Where’s Matvey?”

Alvin hadn’t expected to get much sleep that night—his five and a half hours were slowly shrinking away to four—but still, the intrusion was unwelcome. He popped open the slim doors of his sleep station and peered out. Charlie was leaning out of hers, hovering upside down in front of him as she held open the doors to Matvey’s space.

Empty.

“Where’s Matvey?” she repeated. “Krister, Matvey hasn’t gotten to bed!” She glided through the space to the station opposite hers, reaching out to push open the doors—for a moment, Alvin expected Krister not to be there either, for this to be the setup for some confused nightmare, but Krister pushed the doors to his bunk open just before Charlie touched them.

Krister examined Matvey’s empty bunk, with enough attention and focus that Alvin didn’t think he had been sleeping much either. He checked his watch, and murmured, “Give it five minutes. He might just be taking a little more personal time...”

If they wanted more personal time, unless they were deliberately going against their schedule like Charlie, they had to give up time taking meals or time sleeping. But even then, usually they just stayed in their sleep stations and shut the doors for privacy; they didn’t wander off.

“Did you check the Cupola?” Alvin asked, rubbing at his eyes.

She shook her head slightly. “That’s where I was all evening.”

“I’m sure he’ll come to bed when he’s ready,” Krister said.

Charlie frowned at Krister, and launched herself off at the nearest communications panel. She tapped it over to internal communications. “Matvey? Can you get in touch?”

Her voice echoed lightly, repeated in all of Station’s modules.

The delay lasted a lot longer than thirty seconds, with Krister pulling himself back into his sleeping bag dismissively, while Charlie waited for a response. “Matvey?” she repeated.

Finally, Rolan came onto the intercom. “He’s not here. He is not on that side of Station?”

“No.” She turned. “Krister, he’s not reporting in...”

Krister hesitated, rubbing at his face. Waited, taking a deep breath. “Okay,” he said, finally. “We’ll search for him.”

Two minutes later, while Alvin was searching in the PMM—Permanent Multi-purpose Module—his nerves churning away in his gut, he heard Yegor shouting in Russian on the intercom, “Bring the medical kit to Rassvet!”

Before Alvin had even gotten himself out of the module in a tangle of adrenaline, the intercom clicked back on. Yegor sounded tired. Broken. “Never mind. Just... just bring the stretcher and body bag.”
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CHAPTER FIVE

  


  


THE DEAD SHOULD never be so alive as they were in orbit. Matvey rolled serenely. His eyes were shut in what could almost have been sleep, expression soft. Drifting, he bounced into one of Rassvet’s walls, his body crumpling against it in a way Alvin had never seen a person move before. His arms and legs slowly twisted until his shoulder hit a surface, and his body slowly bounced away, legs gradually flexing almost straight. Life returned to his limbs, arms curling, hands waving. His pants were marked with spreading stains of damp, and spittle drifted at the tip of his tongue, between teeth held stiffly open a fraction of an inch.

It wasn’t the first corpse Alvin had ever seen, but it was the first one that seemed to be trying to say something.

A laptop with a black screen bumped against the walls from the end of its cord, making the only sound in the module besides Alvin and Rolan’s breathing. No hiss of air. The ventilation fans were silent. The air was still.

The scents refused to mix. In one spot, Alvin couldn’t smell anything. Move his face slightly, and then his nose was caught in the wet warmth of exhaled air, gathered up in a bubble of carbon dioxide so thick it gave him a headache with just a single breath. To get a lungful of oxygen he had to pull away from where Matvey had been found, where Matvey had asphyxiated on his own exhaled breath.

Matvey slowly drifted, still turning. Rigor mortis was pulling tension into him piece by piece. First the face, the jaw, the neck. Soon, the limbs wouldn’t crumple anymore.

“Pass the stretcher,” Rolan murmured, holding his arms out to the hatch.

Matvey’s skin was chill, when Alvin caught his fingertips. Warmer, close to the elbow. There was only a hint in his hands of the tension that held his face rigid. His arms resisted motion, slightly. It was like moving a training doll in an emergency procedures training session, Alvin told himself, and nothing at all like fighting with the first onset of rigor mortis in a friend’s corpse after he’d died because of something so damn pointless as asphyxiating for the lack of a breeze.

Alvin bit down on the inside of his cheek, trying to stop himself from crying, and fought with Matvey’s body. They had to get his head in line with his spine, so that Alvin, Rolan, and Krister could strap Matvey to the stretcher, wrap him in the station’s single body-bag and put him in the hurriedly emptied single cupboard that was Station’s only morgue. And Matvey fought back, stubbornly holding his head at an angle, refusing to let himself simply die and be stowed away, as though afraid of being forgotten.

  


  


“AT FIRST I thought he must have been alive.” Yegor tugged at his short hair, his hands wandering over his face as if searching for the moustache he’d shaved off twenty years before. “He looked to be asleep. He didn’t answer when I called him. I gave him a shake and he was... he was limp—It was then, I think, I noticed how quiet the module was. That the fans were off. That close to him the air was stale.”

The microphone was open, relaying every word back to the ground.

“When was the last time you saw him, before?” Krister asked, as gentle as he could.

“He had been watching the end of one of the DVDs. Some film he’d been watching in fifteen-minute chunks by himself now and then; to calm down, I think. I heard it when I went past earlier... he could have been in trouble then, without my noticing. He had the DVD playing so very loud. By the time we found him, the film had finished.”

Alvin leaned close to Charlie. Whispered, to keep from interrupting the brief investigation. “If he dropped off to sleep...”

She nodded fractionally. Murmured back, “Maybe.”

If Matvey had been asleep, by the time the carbon dioxide had built up around him enough to have given him some sign—shortness of breath, a headache—he might have been unable to regain consciousness. Gone straight from sleep into stupor, and from there, slowly to death.

Rolan, next. Moscow Mission Control asked the first question.

“What did you see, when Yegor called you to the module?”

“Matvey, unconscious. Yegor was trying to find his pulse, but... I thought he might have been alive, but when Yegor went to inform the crew that he was dead, and I tried to find his pulse myself, I felt it. No pulse, and rigor mortis in his neck muscles.” Rolan paused and shut his eyes. Shook his head slowly. “But earlier, when I was leaving to use the water-closet in Tranquillity. Maybe... half an hour before we found Matvey. I saw someone leaving Rassvet.”

Everyone froze, staring at Rolan.

Even Moscow remained silent. The hiss of static went on and on, until at last ground control asked, “Who?”

“I do not know—I was in the PMA, it’s too narrow to turn around. I thought it was Matvey, all I saw was the movement behind me...”

“No, Rolan. The question I meant to ask was to the whole crew, you are all listening, aren’t you? Who was it who left Rassvet? They would have been the last to see Matvey alive.”

Yegor had given his version of events. He and Rolan looked first to Krister, and Krister turned his accusing stare on Alvin and Charlie, lingering to one side.

Alvin took a moment to register the full meaning of that look. It hit him in the stomach, with a foul taste at the back of his throat. “I was in the PMM writing e-mails before bed. Trying to get someone to run batteries to my wife with the quarantine supply deliveries...”

“If it wasn’t one of us,” Charlie said slowly, carefully, “then maybe it was Matvey.”

“But where were you, Charlie?” Krister’s eyes were icy. “What were you doing?”

“I was in Tranquillity, over the Cupola, reading the research notes on the pandemic my friends are mailing me. And, of course, same as Alvin, whining at NASA to do something to get my kid out of that fucking quarantine.” She met his gaze with fury, her teeth gritted. “What about you, huh, Krister?”

“It was my turn on the exercise bike; check the schedule if you want. It must have been Matvey, then,” Krister concluded, looking back at Rolan. “So we know he was alive shortly before the accident.”

  


  


“IT DOESN’T MAKE
sense,” Charlie hissed. “That much carbon dioxide doesn’t build up in a few minutes. If he was awake, he would have noticed something. You were there, how thick was it?”

Alvin paused, clinging to the rail beside Charlie, in the quiet of Unity, now that they were alone. He looked up, briefly, at the PMA—the passage linking the Russian section to Unity. That gooseneck bend, the walls of it thickened out with white supply-bags all bungeed down. No, Rolan wouldn’t have been able to turn around in that tight space. Not easily.

He cleared his throat. “A lungful gave me a headache. It was... rank. Not from Matvey—just, hot. Real stale.”

“Yes, but was it enough for Matvey to have asphyxiated on?”

He thought about it, frowning.

“Was it?” she asked again, tone sharper.

“Probably,” he said. “It shouldn’t take much, in still air, if you don’t move.”

“But you’d move, wouldn’t you? That headache, that tight feeling in your chest. That shit would wake me up.” Charlie bit her lip. Uncertain, but not so uncertain she gave up on the thought. “And besides, just breathing hard, and taking deep enough breaths, that’d make the air circulate, surely.”

“You don’t like the idea that Matvey was moving around that soon before his accident, do you?”

She nodded. “If it was an accident.”

Alvin took a breath and swallowed. Trying to dispel his nervous energy. “What bugs me,” he whispered, even though they were alone, “is that the first phase of rigor mortis is supposed to take around half an hour to start.”

“How do you know that?”

Alvin smiled awkwardly. “Marla has a ton of CSI box sets at home.”

With a half-amused, half-disgusted smirk, Charlie just shook her head. Her smile vanished fast enough. “So...”

“Either Matvey went in, fully conscious, and somehow died just after Rolan saw him, or it was someone else,” Alvin said.

She brought her hands to her face, pulling back her hair and clutching at her scalp. She struggled to say it, but did anyway. “Someone who killed Matvey.”

“But no one’s admitted they were the one Rolan saw.”

“Unless Rolan’s lying.”

“Bull,” Alvin whispered. “Why the hell would he lie about that?”

She gritted her teeth for a moment. “I don’t know. But he might have been lying.” She glared at him. “I know I didn’t do it. Did you?”

“God, no!”

“So it was Rolan, Krister, or Yegor. And Yegor is into heavy shit, remember?

“Charlie...”

“Yegor’s KGB and FSB and all that bullshit, and Matvey’s not even supposed to know any of it, and you saw how Yegor clammed up when I was talking about the pandemic.” Charlie’s eyes were raw and angry, and full of challenge.

“That’s insane. Don’t, don’t let this run away with you. Calm down.”

“I’m... mostly calm.”

Alvin palmed at his face. “Good for you. I’m not even slightly calm.”

Charlie laughed half-heartedly at him. “I want to go and ask Yegor about this. Back me up?”

“Ask him if he killed Matvey?”

“No,” she said, voice low, so icy Alvin could just about believe her claims to calmness. “Ask him about the ‘heavy shit,’ and see if it’s the kind of thing worth killing Matvey over.”

  


  


THEY PASSED BY Rolan in Zarya, picking obsessively through spare parts lockers for something to get the air vents in Rassvet going again, and slipped down through the hatch into Zvezda. Yegor hung in front of one of the Soyuz consoles, frowning at the data and referring to a pre-flight manual over and over.

Alvin wasn’t sure if Yegor was being thorough, or if he was forgetting what he read the moment he’d finished reading it.

Charlie glanced back at Alvin, her fire quenched by the vulnerability of the older Russian, hunching over that manual and hardly seeing it, body limp with grief, but she pressed on, dragging herself down beside him. Close... but not within arm’s reach, Alvin noticed.

“Yegor?”

It took him a moment to look up, but not because he was concentrating. “Yes?” He blinked at her, slowly.

She hesitated. “A few days ago, before we lost Houston, before Matvey died...”

Yegor frowned. “Yes?”

Charlie grimaced, looked to Alvin for support.

He gnawed his lip. “Yegor, Matvey was talking about your background, your career, he said you might know people... people in the government who might know something about the pandemic.”

“I wouldn’t know about that,” Yegor muttered, turning back to the display.

“When I was talking about the pandemic’s effects, you got this expression on your face,” Charlie all but pleaded. “A difficult expression, and—and Matvey was so nervous about you, like he wasn’t supposed to know something...”

Yegor’s face went scarlet. “Nervous!?” he roared, whirling around to face the both of them. “What the fuck are you accusing me of? I made Matvey nervous? So that means I killed him, obviously!”

Charlie blinked, backing away with a push. “I’m not saying anything, we’re not saying anything, Yegor; it’s just—”

“Don’t play coy!” He bared his teeth, like a cornered animal, swiping an arm out at her in a single violent gesture that could so easily have been a blow. “Obviously one of us killed him! Obviously! Are you stupid? Since the fucking Mir fires we have air flow sensors on all the hatches, if there is an air flow problem an alarm goes off! I go and check the alarm, what do I find? The alarm was fucking switched off!”

“Jesus,” Alvin breathed.

“Now you accuse me? I know it wasn’t me! I was alone! So it was you, or you, or him”—Yegor swept his arm up at Rolan in Zarya—“or a suicide, but now you find a motive because the idiot boy cannot keep his mouth shut! You know who I think it was? I think it was Alvin!” Yegor stabbed a finger at him. “You want to go home to your wife, so kill Matvey and you know that you and Krister have to return in the Soyuz immediately!”

Charlie had her hands up, palms flat. “Yegor...”

“There is your motive! Don’t you pin this on me; Matvey was my friend!”

“Yegor, he was our friend too—”

“Hey, hey!” Rolan had pulled himself down to the module hatch, and was staring at all of them. “Stop arguing! What is going on?”

“It is just another American argument, Rolan. American conflict resolution,” Yegor grunted. “We are talking and we are shouting and that is all. It is alright. Don’t worry yourself.”

With a nervous glance from face to face, he backed away slightly. “This is true? Alvin, Charlie?”

She nodded mutely, but Alvin found himself staring at Yegor, still.

Alvin couldn’t imagine him killing Matvey. He couldn’t. Finally he nodded slightly. “It’s alright, Rolan.”

“Okay. If you need me to intervene I am just in the next module.” Rolan gave himself a push, and drifted back to his work, looking back over his shoulder at the three of them.

The old man struggled to get his breathing under control. He shook his head, wiping his face with his sleeve. “I must blow my nose,” he announced, and pushed away to grab a wipe from the small secondary eating area in Zvezda.

Alvin and Charlie waited for him to finish going through three tissues, all with his back to them, shoulders shaking quietly, before at last he drifted to his small bunk in one of Zvezda’s niches, then returned with his face damp, his eyes red.

“I didn’t kill Matvey,” he said. “You know why he is nervous about me? Because I am Station’s next commander, and because he was present when I was given this.” He held up a thickly wadded plastic envelope covered in Cyrillic-lettered seals. There was a stack of DVDs inside, bound together with something very much like a handgun’s trigger-guard lock — a bolt that went through their middle, with a lock at one end, bolting them together, making them impossible to use without undoing the lock.

He offered it out to them. Charlie was the one who took it, carefully turning over the package. “And... what is it?”

Yegor lowered his voice. “Long before any of us launched to the station, long before we are told about the pandemic, while we were all on the ground last year? They bring I and Matvey and Rolan into an office, and they say, ‘Yegor. You are to be the Russian Commander, but in case you are killed or cannot complete your duty, the others must be briefed as well. In the event that the whole Russian government collapses after a disaster, these are the codes to control our satellites, and these are the radio codes to destroy or launch the parts of our nuclear arsenal that can be given remote commands.’”

The old Russian threw his hands apart and shrugged helplessly, horror digging into his features. “And here we are. And you are talking about a virus that will almost certainly collapse not just my government, but all governments. What the hell am I to think? Nothing like this has happened, not even during the Cold War.”

He stared at them bitterly, demanding an answer, but neither Charlie nor Alvin had one to give him.

“What am I to think? Hm? I certainly do not think of killing Matvey.” With that, he took the envelope back, and held a handkerchief to his eyes.

  


  


YEGOR’S PREDICTION, THAT Alvin would get to go home, proved true. In the few NASA emergency procedures manuals that said anything at all about deaths on Station, they only got as far as step three-point-five, finish securing the crewman’s body, before hitting step four—wait for further instructions from Mission Control.

The instructions were to begin immediately prepping the Soyuz that would have carried Alvin, Matvey and Krister home a week from now. They got their sleep, though. No panicked hurry about it, they first had to wait for the process of rigor mortis to end.

Matvey’s clenching muscles had to tire after their death-spasm, so that his body-bag was flexible enough to be manoeuvred into his seat on the Soyuz, and back out of the hatch when they were on the ground. That was why the body storage closet wasn’t chilled—it had to be warmed, so Matvey’s body could go through the process of rigor mortis as quickly as possible.

Alvin didn’t sleep very much that night, nauseous little fragments of tin-foil swirling around in his gut. He had another nightmare, that he was waiting for Marla to answer her phone and call him, just waiting, for hours and hours and hours... except when his eyes fluttered open again, he wasn’t sure if it had been a dream, or if he’d really been waiting all night to hear her voice instead of sleeping.

In the morning, nine hundred thousand people were dead. The virus was getting enthusiastic about its slaughter.

Mission Control informed them that the entire crew was evacuating. Not just Alvin and Krister, with Matvey. Perhaps it was the situation on the ground, or more likely the result of Alvin, Charlie and Yegor quietly informing Mission Control about the airflow alarms, after which they had all separately denied having done it.

Alvin’s routine was close enough to normal. Point one on Alvin’s list of tasks before going home on the Soyuz was double checking his vital signs to make sure he could survive the trip back. That was no problem, it was the second item on his list, marked ‘priority,’ that gave Alvin trouble.

The canister he’d stored in the MELFI freezer, full of dead mice, was missing.

  


  


“IT HASN’T BEEN mislaid! Things we store in the MELFI don’t just wander off like a lost pen until we find it on the air vents a week later!” Alvin was yelling, and he knew he was yelling, and he knew that yelling was counterproductive. Especially when yelling not only at Krister, but over the intercom at the others, too.

“Are you sure,” Krister repeated.

“Of course I’m—”

“I’m sorry,” the intercom buzzed. Charlie.

“What?”

“I took the samples, Alvin. Who the hell else would?”

He grabbed the open microphone. “Charlie...”

“I made the vaccine. Just like how we discussed. There’s plenty of material left for a seed strain, but we’ve also got twelve doses.”

Krister hissed between his teeth. “We don’t know what they’re infected with, we don’t—”

“We do know, Krister.” Her voice was eerily calm. “I haven’t been able to run all the same tests as the ones on the ground, but I’ve compared it with the notes I’ve gotten from Galveston, and it’s either the same pathogen, just as we thought, or one very similar. This thing is so fucking insidious. Do you know what this virus does? Those maniacs were right to call it the Cull. Although ‘AB-positive virus’ might be a better name...”

Krister clicked off the open microphone, jaw set at a desperate angle, his teeth clenched. “Where the hell is she?” he growled.

“I don’t know,” Alvin said, staring at the intercom as she went blithely on.

“...Down on the ground? It mutates. But it doesn’t just mutate. Viruses have genetic recombination events. Kind of like our chromosomes... little spots in the genetic code like hinges or brittle chain links, where the whole code breaks apart into pieces and comes back together.”

“Make a guess.”

He stared at Krister, half listening to Krister, half listening to Charlie. “Uh...”

“The virus’s genetic code... it has a head, and that’s very, very stable. But there’s a long, long tail to its genes, and it’s very brittle, full of fragile chain links. It breaks into dozens of pieces that come back together almost randomly, every time it infects a cell and makes that cell build copies of itself.”

“Where?” Krister demanded.

Alvin swallowed. “She’ll have been working somewhere with a glovebox. Maybe the JEM.”

“It’s so precise,” she murmured into the microphone. “Each little piece of its scrambled genetic code needs to link into the next bit to do anything, otherwise it’s almost inert. But when it does? When one random little scrambled set of genes finds the next piece in the chain, links up correctly?”

“We have to find her. Come.” With that, Krister twisted around, kicked off a railing, and shot through the nearest hatch. Alvin struggled to keep up.

“Occasionally, just occasionally, it bonds. It doesn’t break up anymore, it kicks out the recombination zone, and then that part of the genome’s stable too. And these stable chains, they’re tiny, and it can take them weeks, months to find each other, to stabilize, to unlock another chunk of itself. It’s like rolling dice... and if you roll a six, and then another six, and then another six in a row, another little piece of the virus is unlocked...”

Krister pulled ahead. Far ahead. Alvin struggled to keep up, grabbing the bars in quick hand-over-hand yanks, building up speed and momentum.

“And there’s a little piece that breaks down your lungs, and that’s in all the strains where people are coughing up blood until they die, and then there’s another piece that attacks the gut, and another that causes muscular degeneration, another and another and another, and there’s another piece that attacks the brain. A piece that will drive you crazy.”

If anyone sounded crazy, it was Charlie. Krister had gotten past their sleep stations, was nearly at the hatch to the JEM, Alvin was behind him—

“It kind of—it kind of eats the cells in your frontal lobes... it makes you... irrational?” She sounded alone. Lost, scared. “Nobody’s done any real research on the effects, there hasn’t been time, but, I think it’d make a person lose focus, make snap judgements? Not think things through, act on instinct... hear voices, worship trees and fucking rocks, as if everything that made us civilized people just got ripped out.”

“She’s not here!” Krister met him at the hatch, swooping out. The JEM’s interior was dark. No one had switched on the lights. Krister flew across Harmony and into Columbus, searching, yelling. “Charlie!”

“Whoever made this thing wasn’t a civilized person.” She went on, as if she hadn’t heard him. “And this virus was made, obviously designed so that its lethal genes stay dormant long enough for it to infect everybody, and then it just sits there until those dice roll six after six after six...”

“Where are you, Charlie?” Yegor yelled down the length of Space Station, having emerged into Unity from the Russian section, a thick roll of grey work-tape in his hand.

Alvin looked up the long central row of modules that formed Station’s spine, shook his head, cupped his hands around his mouth and yelled back, “She isn’t down here!”

“I don’t even understand how anyone could do it,” she murmured over the intercoms. “Make something like this. I wonder if the ones who did were the ones who put the mice up here, with us? I had friends on the ground look into it, since Mission Control won’t do anything. The university department that sent it up here? It’s a fucking storage closet in a university building, ten miles away from Lake Erie. There’s nothing there but dusty lab equipment.”

Yegor’s muttered response was lost in the distance. He darted from hatch to hatch, and Alvin moved up toward him.

Rolan wriggled through the choked PMA tube, looking around quizzically. He had another roll of the grey tape, tied to one of his belt-loops with a piece of string. “I don’t think she’s in the Russian section.” The tape, Alvin recalled, was specified to be used as a restraint in the event of a psychotic or suicidal emergency.

“Of course you couldn’t make this virus with dusty lab equipment,” Charlie said, wherever she was hiding. Rambling. “They fucked it up, though, so maybe they weren’t all that smart. There’s a part of the virus that’s supposed to steal part of you. Use your genes and the antigens your body thinks are parts of you to make your cells stop dividing and start pumping out proteins to line its capsid with... except all the strains they’ve found were already locked in. They’d rolled all their sixes too soon, and some Caucasian woman with AB-positive blood? The virus is using fragments of her like a ring of keys, trying each one in your immune system’s locks until it finds a way in...”

The longer she went on, the more agitated Yegor got, floating across empty space up in Unity, turning around and around, as if he could follow the all-pervasive sound of her voice to find her.

At last Yegor lunged out for the intercom. “Where are you? Don’t you understand that you’ve infected everyone on Station by opening that thing!?”

Her voice was cool, calm. Less afraid. “No, I haven’t.”

“You’ve exposed us all!”

“I know what I’m doing, Yegor.” Her tone turned colder. Defensive. “I have the vaccine, I’m going home, and I’m delivering the seed strain.”

Krister came up from his search of Columbus, shrugging helplessly. Alvin, Rolan and Yegor parted, making space for him to join them all huddling around the intercom.

“She’s on one of the portable units,” Rolan muttered. “No way to tell where she is.”

“Split up.” Krister pointed up towards the Russian section. “I and Alvin will try there, you try down here. We just keep looking until we find her. Don’t hurt her. Use the intercom when you find her and we’ll join you, alright?”

The other three nodded, and Alvin climbed up towards the PMA, the tense feeling of being swallowed up overwhelming as he pushed through the cramped space between the bungee-secured white fabric bags. He popped through ahead of Krister, and silently made his way into Rassvet, where Matvey had died.

The fans were running, but the space was tight, cluttered with loose baggage and cabling that snaked through the module to the Soyuz docked beyond it.

Skin crawling, he edged up to the half-cones of the Soyuz’s airlock ajar over the hatch, and called out, “Charlie?”

No answer.

He touched the cold metal of the airlock door, and gave it a shove. It bumped down into the upper part of the Soyuz’s storage module, above the actual re-entry capsule. Both were empty, but the Sokol suits—light space suits to wear in the Soyuz itself on launch and re-entry—were loose.

He pulled them apart, but there were only two, not the three white suits that there were supposed to be, one for each passenger. He checked the name plates on each. R. Petrov, and Y. Utkin. Charlie’s was missing.

“Shit,” Alvin breathed.

Space Station was big. Big enough that Alvin lost track of Krister while searching the Russian section, spotting him once in Zarya, then losing him as he went back up to Zvezda. She could be hiding anywhere. Alvin popped his head through into Zarya and called for Krister, waving him over when he finally showed his face.

“Okay. I think she has her Sokol on.” He bit his lip. “You don’t think she’s outside, do you?”

“Not in a Sokol, and I don’t see how she’d cycle the airlock herself.” It was true—if she’d just opened the external airlock door without someone running the pumps for her, the blast of decompression would have rung through the whole of Station.

“Go back to the US section,” Krister said. “I’ll keep searching up here.”

Alvin nodded. The American side of the station was larger than the Russian side, after all. “Good luck.”

Krister smiled thinly. “Good luck,” he said in turn.

The baggage roped down in the PMA was starting to come loose, jostled out from under the bungee cords. Alvin was forced to push one of the tightly packed bags out ahead of him, sending it tumbling into Unity as he slipped out to search each of the side modules in turn.

The PMM, packed thick with food and yet more supplies. Tranquillity, with the Cupola’s covers closed, throwing the module into darkness. The American EVA airlock, space suits limply in place and covered up in cloth.

He found Yegor in the Columbus module, his grey hair tousled, matted up around the drill bit lodged in his skull, blood winding up the furrows in the drill’s sides.

Black and scarlet specks covered the walls, red droplets flying free with gore-and-pink gobbets of Yegor’s brain dancing in twirling patterns of bloody fluid. The bits of flesh left smudges here and there when they bounced off the engineering work station, where the toolkits had spilled open and Velcro-tabbed tools were jostling with the gore in a slow, unhappy race to the air vents’ suction.

Yegor’s face was the wrong shape, now, and his open eyes were bruised, the whites mottled with blood from broken capillaries. The line of his brow, so thoughtful, had turned Cro-Magnon with the shift of the now loose plates of his skull.

Wicking surface tension was, even as Alvin watched, gradually sucking the blood and mulched brain from Yegor’s skull up into a neat wet ball around the drill bit’s grooves.

The taste of tin-foil in Alvin’s mouth had been replaced with the tang of blood. He’d inhaled the flying spray.

Somehow, he swallowed back his vomit.
  


  


[image: ]

  


CHAPTER SIX

  


  


“YEGOR’S DEAD,” ALVIN spluttered into the intercom. “Someone. Killed him.” He covered his face with his hands, forcing himself to keep swallowing back the slimy feeling in his mouth. “He’s in Columbus.”

Rolan got on the intercom first. “What? What the hell have you done, Charlie?”

Her voice was hoarse. “I didn’t do anything! I didn’t kill anyone!”

“Bullshit! Yegor accuses you of exposing us to the virus, and now he’s dead! The crazy bitch is going to kill us all!”

“I didn’t do it!” Charlie screeched.

“Where are you? Come out!”

“What, so you can kill me?”

“Rolan, Charlie. Calm down,” Krister said, cutting in. “No one is killing anyone. We’ll gather in Unity. If we’re all together, whoever killed Yegor and Matvey can’t harm anyone else. There will be witnesses, three against one. We’ll be safe.”

“Okay. Okay, fine. But I haven’t exposed anyone to the virus. I swear!”

“We—we need to handle Yegor’s body,” Alvin murmured. “Do we even have two bodybags on Station? Christ.”

“We’ll figure it out, Alvin. We’ll figure it all out.” Krister’s voice was ice. “Let’s just gather in Unity, and be careful, okay?”

“Okay.”

Yegor’s body drifted slowly. Alvin knew he should touch it. Stabilize it. Latch it down so the old Russian didn’t float into anything. But his hands shook, so instead he crawled out of Columbus, clinging to the walls as nausea seeped into him, and carefully picked his way from rail to rail and bar to bar, stopping to breathe, swallow down his spittle until he was ready to continue into Unity.

The gentle hum of the fans greeted him. His mouth tasted horrible, filthy, so he pried an empty liquids packet from the wall rack and moved over to the small galley they gathered around most nights, and filled it at the water dispenser.

He swirled the water around his mouth, body shaking. Could Charlie have done it? He didn’t think so. He didn’t think any of them could have done it. Krister was trying to keep the mission going, Rolan and Yegor were friends, countrymen. Charlie didn’t need to kill anybody. But the way she was talking... What she’d said about the virus, the brain. The way she’d been acting, the way those crazies talking about the Cull in Houston had acted.

She hadn’t infected herself, had she?

Looking around at the carefully picked pastel pinks of Unity’s walls, that very calming colour, Alvin realized that he’d been furthest away from Unity, all the way in Columbus at the most distant end of Station, but he’d arrived first. And he was still alone.

“Hello?”

The air fans hissed away, refusing to answer him.

He didn’t know where to go. The PMA’s throat was choked with drifting bags, an unanchored bungee slowly twirling across the gap.

Panic took him in the gut. Idiot! Whoever was the killer had him alone now, and everyone knew exactly where he was.

Alvin threw himself back down Station’s central modules, back towards Columbus, where Yegor was dead, where the toolkits had been turned out, where he could grab the Russian EVA hammer—a vicious thing like a dead blow mallet, the head hollow and filled with a pound of steel shot, the base of the grip ending in a nasty double-pointed pry bar.

He stopped cold, grabbing a handrail and jerking himself to a stop, a cold trickle of realization flowing down his spine. There were far better weapons on Station. He looked up, staring at the dark throat of the PMA. Past that was the Russian section, the two Soyuz capsules. And in the Soyuz survival kits, all kinds of survival gear stowed in case they came down in the wilds of Kazakhstan and had to make it on their own for a few nights.

There were wolves on the Kazakh steppes.

There was a single handgun in each of the survival kits.

“Shit,” he whispered.

He shoved his toes against the nearest bar, and launched himself back into Unity, past the pastel pink, and into the PMA. He fought away the loose bags, slapped the bungees aside, and fought his way through into Zarya.

“Fuck! It’s gone! They’re both fucking gone!” Rolan’s voice spilled from the hatchway to Posik—the Russian EVA airlock, and the second Soyuz docking location.

“Calm down.” Krister was just inside the hatch, hands extended placatively. “Put the machete back into the survival kit, Rolan.”

“No. I am protecting myself. Both of my countrymen are dead.” He pointed with the triangular cleaver-blade, first at Krister, and then at Alvin, as Alvin edged into view at Posik’s hatch. “You had better watch out, hm? Now both of you, get out of my way.”

Krister looked over his shoulder at Alvin, briefly, without concern. “Rolan, arming yourself will not resolve the situation...”

“Well unless Alvin has the guns, clearly it isn’t going to resolve the situation, because that crazy bitch has both of them!”

“Rolan...”

“No! Don’t get any closer, Krister. Just back off, and get out of my way.” Rolan shoved the machete toward Krister’s face.

Krister gave ground, but not much, backing up to the hatch and no further, body spread across it, making himself into a barrier. “Rolan, what are you going to do?”

“Get the damn guns back.”

“I can’t let you hurt anyone, Rolan.”

“No? Two of your crew are dead, Krister.” He pushed forward with the machete, lifting it until it touched Krister’s face. “Now are you getting out of my way, or not?”

Krister released his hold on the sides of the hatch, unhooked his toes from their niches, and held his hands up and open, letting Rolan push him aside. “Okay, okay...”

Rolan squirmed past, shouldering Krister’s gut, derisively snorting as he passed the machete from hand to hand. Neither he, nor Alvin, noticed Krister’s arms snaking around his neck. At the first brush of contact, Rolan raised a hand, as though to push Krister further aside, but then Krister tightened his grip.

Krister’s hands were close together, as if in devout prayer. But his elbow was hooked under Rolan’s throat, and in an instant, he had clenched his hand around the other arm’s wrist, and begun to choke Rolan.

Rolan swung blindly with the machete, his grunting turned into strangled choking as Krister flung himself side to side on Rolan’s back, trying to evade the knife’s twists and turns—suddenly Krister brought up his legs, hooking them around Rolan’s chest, one heel dug into Rolan’s side, knee lifted and braced under the armpit.

It was getting harder and harder for Rolan to get in a good swipe back at Krister, harder still as Krister twisted about, like a zero-g monkey, kicking his knee into Rolan’s armpit. The machete was an awkward right-angled triangle of a blade, its tip a flat edge instead of a point. Not a stabbing weapon at all, more like an art-deco hatchet. Rolan swung harder, harder, but for all his effort all he could do was chisel divots of flesh out of Krister’s arms with the tip’s square-angled back edge.

Krister roared, twisting his body against Rolan’s, releasing Rolan for an instant to ward the machete away, barely enough for Rolan to gulp down a half-breath. “Help me with him, damnit!” Krister shouted.

Alvin was frozen. Staring. He hadn’t hit anyone in twenty years, since middle school.

Rolan struggled to breathe, weakening, but even so, Krister’s arms were bloodied, his face scratched, and he had to twist away unnaturally to keep away from steel and fingers. That gave Rolan an opportunity to suck down another breath.

Head cleared, Rolan explosively kicked out at one of the walls, rocketing him and Krister backwards into the hatch edge. The small of Krister’s back hit the metal ring first—he cried out, and Rolan carefully passed the machete from hand to hand... gripped to turn the sharp edge toward himself and Krister.

Before Rolan could go from taking divots of skin out of Krister to something altogether more lethal, Alvin leapt forward, grabbing hold of Rolan’s wrist, pulling hard, planting his feet on Rolan’s chest to wrestle the blade away. The machete bumped into his chest once, twice... a third time, but the chisel-like edge needed more force than that to bite into him.

Rolan blinked wounded betrayal at Alvin, and Krister tightened his grip.

At last, Rolan went limp, and released the machete. Unconscious, Alvin thought for a moment, but he croaked from within Krister’s grip. Krister slackened his hold briefly once Alvin had knocked the machete away.

“I give up,” Rolan whimpered.

Krister’s face relaxed, although his palm against Rolan’s cheek, grinding his throat against the inside of his elbow, stayed firm. He re-locked his legs around Rolan’s chest. “Get the tape.”

Alvin snatched away the roll of grey tape from its string at Rolan’s waist, intended for restraining Charlie, and gladly wrapped up Rolan’s ankles, then his wrists, panting down frightened breaths.

Krister drifted away, grabbing at the bungee loose in the PMA.

“You have made a mistake,” Rolan groaned. “I am not the killer.”

Alvin struggled to swallow back the acrid taste in his mouth. “You were going to kill Charlie, Krister too.”

“I am defending myself!” he shouted, struggling for a moment, just a moment, before letting Krister wrap the bungee around his arms and chest, binding his elbows to his stomach, then Alvin helped to haul Rolan out through Zvezda and into Zarya, using the bungee’s hooked ends to hold him on one of the handrails well away from any of Station’s control panels.

Krister drifted back, wiping his face, the wounds on his arms. The blood hadn’t really flowed in the lack of gravity, though it had drawn trails on his arms as he’d fought, drops clinging to his skin and rolling across it.

“Here,” Alvin said, pulling open one of the bags bungeed down on Zarya’s ‘floor.’ He passed an unopened, shrink-wrapped box of wet-wipes to Krister.

“You need to scan the bar codes, if you’re taking it out of inventory.” Krister laughed, faintly.

Alvin smiled back, without any enthusiasm. “I’ll do it later.”

“Insane bastards,” Rolan muttered in guttural Russian. “Are you just going to leave me hanging here while that bitch is running loose on Station? She’ll kill me.”

“No one is killing anyone,” Krister said.

“Not so long as you get away from that hatch,” she said.

Charlie hung in the dark space of the PMA. Her eyes were bloodshot, behind the sights of the Makarov pistols in each hand. The white of her Sokol suit matched the storage bags drifting out around her, her legs still wedged between them. A drill floated away behind her, modified into an impromptu centrifuge by taping cleaned-out plastic bottles to the bit.

So that’s where she’d been hiding. No wonder the PMA had seemed so claustrophobic. She’d burrowed her way in behind the baggage to finish her work, undisturbed.

Clear plastic bags were lashed to her wrists. One held the sample container, the other, a sheaf of syringes held together with rubber bands.

“Get away from the hatch, Krister. I’m taking the samples home, now.” She clenched her jaw, throat working slowly.

“No, you’re not.” He slipped between her and Rolan, hands out to the sides. Placating, just like he’d been with Rolan.

“Yes,” she growled. “I am.”

“You’re not going to shoot me,” Krister went on, nudging a foot against the wall to drift closer. “You’re going to turn over the guns, and everything is going to be fine. The situation is under control, no one’s going to hurt you, no one’s going to get hurt...”

“Back off, Alvin.” She swivelled one of the guns in Alvin’s direction, pointing it at his gut... but her eyes were on Krister. Her hands steady.

Alvin froze where he was. He hadn’t reached out to her, he’d just started edging towards one wall of the module, to her side. He hadn’t been doing anything threatening, he’d just—

“Get away,” Charlie hissed, “or I’ll kill the both of you.”

“See? See!?” Rolan yowled. “She’s going to kill all of us.”

Alvin scrambled backward. “Charlie, calm down, please, it doesn’t have to be like this.”

“You aren’t going to shoot anyone. Are you?” Krister reached out for the gun, slowly, gently, unthreateningly.

The gunshot was the loudest thing Alvin had ever heard, louder than the rockets at launch, louder than anything. The blast of gunfire reverberated off every surface, the pressure wave throbbing within the pressurized environment of Station, tearing through his ears until the roar faded out on Krister’s screams. He was twisting, shaking in the air, blood pouring out of his arm, feet scrabbling for purchase on the walls, trying to find something to hook against but simply pushing himself away and up and into an agonizing spin, while Charlie simply glared.

“Actually, Krister, yes,” she murmured. “I am going to shoot anyone I fucking please. Now stay away from me.”

  


  


NATURALLY, CHARLIE WAS in charge of the schedule now. The first thing she made Alvin do was check for an exit wound. The second thing, since there was a crater in the back of Krister’s arm where the bullet had torn out of him, was to find the bullet. Krister, working under gunpoint, helped Alvin comb the section until they found the pockmark in one of Zarya’s storage lockers, and the bullet ‘safely’ nestled in a blown-open package of air sampling units. Only then, certain that Station hadn’t been holed, did Charlie order Alvin to patch up Krister’s arm.

Rolan had been moved down Station to Matvey’s old sleep pod, given that he refused to stop shouting at them, leaving Krister to clutch his arm and watch, bug-eyed and bleary on painkillers.

“Charlie, please, I want to go home too...”

She ignored Alvin, one gun strapped to her wrist in place of her precious bags, the other duct-taped to her suit. She pulled away another of the cables hooking the Soyuz into Space Station’s power supply, and shoved it through the hatch, glaring at Alvin hovering so far above her. “If you come down here, I’ll kill you, Alvin.”

“I didn’t—I’m not going to—Charlie, you know me better than that.”

“I don’t know any of you anymore.” She gave the next cable a shove, leaving it to twist over the Soyuz’s hatch, and vanished back into its depths.

Krister sucked down a breath, and croaked, “It’s the vaccine. She’s injected herself with formaldehyde and infected herself with the virus. You heard what she said, the virus drives you mad.”

Not Charlie. She wouldn’t do that to herself. Would she?

Alvin held himself well above the hatch, where she’d left him. “Charlie,” he tried. “I want to go home, too. Let me go home with you. Please.”

“Take your own damn Soyuz, Alvin.” She appeared at the hatch, holding the Soyuz’s airlock doors open, glaring up at him. “This one’s mine, the rest of you can fit in the other one.”

“What about Yegor and Matvey’s bodies? Rolan? That’s Yegor and Rolan’s Soyuz, too. Are you taking Rolan and Yegor with you?”

Charlie stayed put, watching him. Silent, now.

“Rolan’s seat is in that Soyuz. His suit is in there. Krister and I can’t take him with us, Matvey’s a lot shorter than Rolan, he won’t fit in Matvey’s seat. If he’s not snug in that seat when the Soyuz hits the ground...”

She continued to stare at him, cat-like.

They had all spent hours being fitted for their Soyuz seats. They were like cradles, hand-carved to fit them exactly. It wasn’t for the force of the launch, but the landing. The Soyuz capsule had parachutes, but it hit the ground with the force of a car crash, even with the cushion of fire provided by the retro rockets that triggered an instant before landing. The rockets and the parachute slowed it enough to be safe. Safe, at least, for an astronaut snug in a form-fitting seat designed specifically to support them in that instant of impact.

Charlie’s seat was in her Soyuz, along with Rolan and Yegor’s. If she took Rolan’s seat, she doomed him.

“Please, Charlie. We can take out Rolan’s seat and put in mine. You’re going to try and get it to land in Texas anyway, aren’t you?” He could feel the desperation in his voice, and hated it. “That’s where I want to be; the Russians probably won’t even let me go home. You trust me. You know me. And I trust you. All I want to do is get home to Marla.”

“I have a mission,” she said, voice wavering. “I have to get the samples home. To Galveston. Stop the pandemic. You going to help me?”

“I want to stop it too.”

Charlie scrunched her eyes shut. Shivered. “Fine. Get your suit and seat.”

Alvin nodded and scrambled away for the next junction in the Russian section, to the other Soyuz.

Krister met him, smiling. “Good. You’ve bought time, now we have to secure Space Station...”

“No, Krister. I’m going home. Two of us are dead, both capsules have to return now.”

Krister stopped, still clutching the pressure bandages on his arm, and stared at him. “We need to keep Space Station manned and flying, Alvin. She killed Yegor and Matvey, we need to get her restrained. Mission Control makes the next decision, not us.”

“I don’t know that she killed them.”

“She wants to go home to her family. Killing Yegor ensured her capsule would return home.”

Alvin locked eyes with Krister. “How do you know I didn’t kill them? I want to go home, too.”

Krister searched Alvin’s eyes. “You’re not a killer,” he said, at last. “I know that much.”

Alvin looked away first, and pulled himself into the second Soyuz.

While he suited up in his Sokol, skipping the safety checks with the intent of running through them with Charlie later, he heard her shout at Krister to stay away from the hatches. Alvin started pulling his seat free from the capsule’s hull, and Krister came by to check on him. Then the Swede simply drifted off, no doubt to consult with Mission Control.

Mission Control could go to hell.

Finally, forty tense minutes later, Alvin was ready to transfer his seat. He knocked on the hatch, and Charlie stared hard at him through the narrow gap.

“Okay,” she said. “We’re ready here.”

She pulled open the Soyuz’s lock properly, and pushed Rolan’s suit out first. Alvin pulled it along and left it to drift back through the docking module. Then, Rolan’s seat. It was bulkier than the suit, and she struggled with it in the tight space, until at last she relented, letting Alvin get in closer to help pull it through and leave it to drift in the docking module.

“Okay,” she said. “Go ahead and get your seat installed.” She pulled back the faceplate of her Sokol and came out into the docking module, gun loosely in her hand.

Her eyes were bloodshot. Alvin’s first fear was that it was infection, but... no. He knew those rings under her eyes. “You haven’t slept, have you?”

“Not since we found Matvey.” She grit her teeth. “First thing I did was grab the guns. Been thinking about it since the attack on Houston. If Rolan got to them first...”

“You think Rolan killed them?”

“No.” Charlie tightened her grip on the gun in her hand. “I think you killed them.”

He froze.

“You and me. We’re the only ones who really want to go home. If one of the others dies, everyone on their Soyuz has to go back.” She wet her lips. “And that’s why you killed Matvey, isn’t it?”

Alvin couldn’t help but focus on the gun. There was something about the shadow inside a pistol’s barrel that drew the eye’s attention.

“And by the same logic,” she murmured, “I’m the only one who could have wanted to kill Yegor. So one way or another, at least ground control can know the killer’s off the station, and Krister can keep things going up here as long as he wants.” She smiled crookedly. “So this is a win-win, isn’t it?”

“I didn’t kill anyone,” Alvin whispered.

“After that bullshit, with you telling me Matvey ‘fell asleep’? Fuck you, Alvin! I trusted you and you lied to me!” The smile vanished.

“I—I didn’t.”

“No? Then I guess it was me.” She jerked the gun toward the Soyuz hatch. “They’ll figure out this whole mess on the ground.”

There was nothing he could do except stare at her in disbelief.

“We’ll get the vaccine in you, get you on the ground, and then you can fucking go home to Marla.” Her voice was strangled. “I hope you’re proud of yourself, Alvin.”

He stared at her, the tin-foil back in his mouth. “I didn’t.”

“Just get your seat secured and let’s go home.” She lifted the gun, face cold again.

“Okay.” He let himself breathe, shuddering breaths that threatened to turn to sobs. But he had to concentrate on putting the seat in place. He pushed it through into the Soyuz, and counted his bolts one by one, like a man praying the rosary.

He pulled off his Sokol gloves while he worked, let them drift, painfully aware of Charlie hovering over the hatch, staring down at him as he worked, lost in thought. Thinking that he’d killed Matvey.

But if she hadn’t killed them...

He looked up through the Soyuz. “Charlie...”

Her hand was tense on the pistol. She turned her head to look up, away from him, her hair a nimbus around her face.

Charlie opened her mouth to speak, twisted in surprise, and got out, “Kris—” before jerking out of sight with a strangled yawp.

“Charlie!”

Everything was too crowded, too cramped. His seat crushed him against a wall as he tried to move; he had to back away and lever it aside while she screamed and the first bloody tchok of sound was met with another gunshot, another—

“Alvin!”

Krister was at the hatch, in the process of pulling her out of the docking module. But she had the gun, had it pointed at him—he let go of her and pushed the gun aside, and Charlie was screaming, blood pouring out of a gash in her suit, the perfect white turning slick red as baubles of her blood floated free. Distantly, Alvin could hear the depressurization alarm.

She screamed.

Alvin clawed at the Soyuz’s hatch door, kicked free only to jerk back to a wrenching halt, his suit snagged on the docking latches.

Krister beat the machete down into her face. The blade split her skin and exposed scarlet meat with a crunch of bone.

Charlie stopped screaming. She drifted serenely backwards, trailing globes of blood, her hair gently wafting forward to hide her face, cover her wound, and show just the machete handle sticking free.

Now Alvin screamed, like he never knew he could scream, kicking and tearing at the hatch, launching himself at Krister with just his fists and nothing else and—

A whirl of limbs, caught in a maddening tangle. Something hot on his face, as Krister swung him around—a splash of Charlie’s blood. Krister’s teeth gritted, arms locked around Alvin’s waist. “Damnit, Alvin!” The crunch of Alvin’s knee against the module wall as he lashed out. “Stop it!”

Alvin didn’t stop. Alvin struggled and writhed, and the keening of the alarm came back to him as Krister barked out, “Station is leaking!”

But Alvin didn’t give a shit about Station anymore. He got his fingers into Krister’s arm, under the bandages and into Krister’s arm, alive and wet, and Alvin fled the bigger man’s grip as pain folded him double. Alvin kicked himself away from the whining of alarms, and the gentle drift of air being sucked into space.

Alvin fled. He squirmed through the PMA, choked for a moment in the drifting baggage blocking the tunnel, only to burst free and send himself flying-falling-screaming through Unity and down Station’s spine, plummeting straight and true until he grabbed a bar and stopped himself, just above Matvey’s sleep pod.

“Rolan? Rolan, fuck, I’m sorry, you were—”

Rolan’s throat had been cut. Blood lined the seam between the sleep pod’s doors, drifted away in broken droplets the moment he’d opened it to see Rolan’s trussed corpse drifting listlessly.

He’d done it. Alvin had helped. Had helped Krister do it.

Alvin cast about, he didn’t know where the fuck to hide from his mistakes, from his sins. He stopped. Rolan still had everything he’d been planning to use on Charlie, didn’t he? They’d stuffed the tape back into his pockets.

Alvin fought down his disgust, and started frisking Rolan’s corpse.

After a moment the alarms keening from the Russian segment stopped. And then Krister appeared at the PMA hatch, far above, pushing free of the baggage-snarl.

“Alvin—”

He bolted. Down, down and away, with a kick at the wall to send him careening into Columbus.

Yegor was still there. Still dead. And so were the tools. Alvin threw himself aside, shut his mouth and tried not to inhale Yegor’s congealing blood while he searched for the Russian EVA hammer.

He could feel Krister behind him, and just as he touched the hammer’s cold metal, and turned, gripping the long handle in both hands, he heard, “Alvin. Stop. You need to stop, calm down, and listen to me now.”

Heart pounding in his chest, Alvin turned, hammer raised, angled back-spike facing outward, and waited for the attack.

The attack didn’t come. Krister didn’t even have the machete anymore. He simply drifted at the hatch to Columbus, behind Yegor’s floating corpse, hands open, placating.

Alvin had seen that before.

“It’s okay now,” Krister said, gently.

“It fucking isn’t.”

“Zvezda is depressurizing, but I have the hatches shut. It’s no longer an emergency, Alvin. Now, just... just listen to me.”

  


  


KRISTER HAD KILLED Matvey. Matvey had been watching his movie, and Krister had switched off the fans, and then put him in a headlock until Matvey had fallen unconscious and left him there to die in the still air. One of those things Krister had learned how to do in Sweden’s air force.

Then, yes, he had killed Yegor. The drill was just... expedient. Krister had been worried about Rolan, but with Alvin’s help it had gone alright, and, well. Alvin had seen him kill Charlie, but it was worth confessing that Rolan had died shortly after Alvin had started messing around with the Soyuz seats.

The truth was, “You’re the only one who can do it, Alvin.”

Alvin had both of Charlie’s guns.

Krister had given them both to Alvin, and that was, perhaps, the only reason they were now speaking in Tranquillity, over the Cupola, with Earth far below them.

“What do you mean, I’m the only one who can do it?” Alvin had his finger curled over the trigger-guard, and the gun pointed at Krister.

Krister kept his hands apart. Body language open. Charlie’s blood on his shirt, in his hair, mixed with some of Rolan’s and the bandaged smear of his own gore around his arm, made a mockery of what Krister was trying to express. Calm and peaceful friendliness.

“Of us all, you’re the only one with any involvement in the actual construction of systems on Space Station. The rest of us, we actually need the ground to keep Station running. We’re like people struggling with DVD players or toasters or whatever overcomplicated appliance has fallen into our hands.” Krister took a level breath. “We need guides that set out everything step by step, and if we were never trained to do it, we’re in trouble. I saw it when you fixed the antenna—you know how these things work, Alvin. You’re the one who can maintain Space Station.”

The tin-foil in his mouth was steadily giving way to acid. Alvin fought down the urge to retch. “What?” His voice was quiet. So very quiet.

“The pandemic down there is going to kill everyone.” Krister breathed slowly, forcefully. Keeping himself calm. “A vaccine? It’s too late, Alvin. They’re all infected, down there. Tonight, it’s going to be more than a million people dead. Tomorrow, more than two million, and by the end of the week hundreds of millions will be dead. It’s too late to use a vaccine, even if it worked. It’s too late for us to do anything, Alvin.”

“But we’ve got it. She, she made a vaccine... She knows... knew what she was doing!”

“You heard her. I read the research papers just like she did. The virus covers itself in a coat of the body’s own antigens. A vaccine sensitizes the immune system to react to antigens.” Krister smiled, weakly. “You can’t vaccinate yourself against your own cells, Alvin.”

“It has to work.” Alvin put his hands to his face, the gun cold against his cheek. “Charlie made a vaccine and it has to work, then we have to, to bring the samples to Galveston and they can make more of the vaccine and—”

“It’s not going to happen. It would take months, even if it could be done, and in months everyone will be dead. If we go down there, we’ll catch the pandemic, and we will die like the rest of them. You hear me?”

Alvin stared at Krister’s legs, too afraid to look into his eyes. “I hear you.”

“This plague is going to wipe out almost all of humanity. And you have to survive, because when things calm down on the ground, when there can be said to be anything like ‘survivors,’ they’re going to be in a very different world—” Krister choked on his words. His eyes were watering, but he didn’t try and clear them. “They’re not going to have schools, they’re not going to have telescopes, they’re not going to have antibiotics, they’re not going to have even the basics of a civilization left. Not unless there’s someone to teach them what those things are. Someone to steward it all.”

Krister squeezed his eyes shut. Bit by bit, his eyelids were covered in a film of tears. “And that has to be you, Alvin. You’re the one who can teach. Who can use that ham radio to stay in touch with the ground. You know more languages than the rest of us; English, Spanish, French, Russian—you could learn more if you had to, couldn’t you?” He spluttered out the words, almost begging.

“I—I could,” Alvin stammered.

“There’s enough time still for ground to give you the bandwidth from the Ku band satellites, upload textbooks on just about everything. This is a disaster, Alvin, but—but afterward? Clean sciences. By the time they’re ready, the world will be so much cleaner. If you teach them, they can skip the polluting industrial ages, go right to clean energy sources, live in harmony.” Krister smiled, eyes tight shut. “This could be the best thing that ever happened to mankind.

“And that’s why I had to kill them, Alvin, because you have to survive, and you’re not a killer. I’m a killer,” Krister said, breathing unevenly. “I can do what needs to be done, and this way, this way you don’t have that on your head. But now, now there’s six times as much food for you to survive on, six times as much water, air, power, everything. You’ll be able to keep things going up here for years,” Krister babbled, “if you have to you can store the bodies outside, in the station’s shadow they’ll freeze, you could live off them for months more—”

“Shut up!” Alvin yelled.

Krister drifted back, stunned.

Alvin shook his head violently. He couldn’t take it, couldn’t believe Krister was right. “They’ve—they’ve got to have prepared something like that on the ground. Somewhere safe, some—some bunker somewhere.”

“Just look,” Krister said, gesturing down at the Earth below them.

It was morning, still, by Station’s clocks. Night, below. The west coast. California. And even as Alvin watched the world turn by, below, he could see that the sparkle of lights wobbling down the coast, from city to city, was uneven. Patches of LA and the Bay Area were dark. The Nevada desert was filled with shadows where Las Vegas should have been blazing all the vice and sin of its neon glory up at the sky.

“They’re dying. Nobody thought this would happen. Call up the ground, Alvin. Ask them to put you through to the bunkers under the White House, or find someone to answer questions about those damn mice... they’re not there anymore, Alvin. They’re dead, they’re running away... No one’s there.”

“No,” Alvin murmured.

“I killed them so you wouldn’t have to, Alvin. It has to be this way.”

“No. I’m supposed to go home, I’m supposed to find Marla—”

Krister slipped past the pistol, and wrapped his arms around Alvin. His embrace was sickeningly warm and reassuring. “It’s okay, Alvin. You’re an innocent; it was all me, my sin to bear, not yours. You won’t even have to put up with me, I’ll be gone.” Krister’s voice wavered back and forth, guilt warring with a desperate childlike need to be told it was alright. That he’d done the right thing. “When things are alright, and you’re ready, I can, I can just go to sleep in Rassvet like Matvey did ...”

Maybe Krister was right.

Maybe.

Alvin hugged him back. “Krister?”

“Yes?”

“I’m sorry.”

Alvin pulled the hypodermic syringe of Valium from his pocket, and jabbed it into the inside of Krister’s thigh.

Step three in the procedure manual’s entry under ‘Restraining a crewmate experiencing a psychotic episode,’ after explaining that the restraints were for their own safety as well as the rest of the crew’s (step one), and the application of restraints (step two), was the administration of five to thirty milligrams of Valium, depending on the level of distress.

Rolan, like Krister, was a man who did everything by the book. He’d had the tape to restrain Charlie ready, and the syringe in his back pocket.

Krister sagged against Alvin like a boneless sack of water.

“If you want to do this,” Alvin murmured, “struggle to survive all alone for years and years just to try and teach people how to make antibiotics after the end of the world, eating your friend’s bodies, you do it. Don’t make me do it. I didn’t do anything to deserve that.” Alvin wiped the tears from his eyes. “I’m going home, Krister. I don’t care if I die, I want to see Marla first.”

Krister clawed meekly at Alvin’s chest. “You can’t,” he slurred. “I did it for you, I killed our friends so you wouldn’t have to, I’m supposed to die now—”

“Nobody was supposed to die.” Alvin shook him off. “That was the point of the mission. Not this.”

Then Alvin went home.
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CHAPTER SEVEN

  


  


THERE WAS NOTHING like the roar of a Soyuz. It was, as far as Alvin was concerned, flat on his back in his seat, strapped tight in his Sokol, unique. And he was lucky enough to experience it twice. The launch, at least. He likely wasn’t coming home again.

Charlie had been wrong, and Krister had been right.

In the two months since Alvin’s return, the world had fallen to pieces. Nobody had a plan. Nobody sane, at any rate.

Gangs of maniacs were tearing through the dying Eastern Seaboard, from Florida all the way up to Boston, calling themselves Klans with pride as they killed and pillaged, while what was left of the National Guard and Army pulled out to ‘preserve national resources.’ Quarantine and clean-up teams in the United Kingdom had gone ape-shit, burning towns to the ground in an attempt to ‘sterilize’ the pandemic, in a misguided attempt to leave something for their children to inherit. As the Russian government collapsed, criminals took over. China was a starving, pandemic-ridden mess, Tibet finally free in the midst of governmental collapse. Japan had closed up its borders and gone quiet. Africa, South America? As had always been the case, nobody wanted to hear what little news trickled up over the equator of the horrors in far-away places.

The world was coming to an end, and there was nothing anyone could do. Krister’s plan to provide ‘stewardship’ had been rational.

As for Charlie... Charlie had been so sure her vaccine would work, and so certain that the pandemic, the Cull, the Blight, the AB virus, would continue its exponential lethality indefinitely. She’d been wrong on both counts.

By the end of Alvin’s two months back on earth, four and a half billion people were dead, when by Charlie’s predictions the population of the Earth should have died ten times over in thirty-six days. Not even the pandemic had managed that.

Corpses littered the streets in the cities and towns that ultra-lethal strains had swept through, slaughtering entire communities in days before driving themselves extinct by killing every possible host. In the few enclaves of life left, everyone was waiting for the next deadly strain to emerge, waiting for the virus’s terrible internal clockwork to spin the chamber and play a game of biological Russian roulette, pulling the trigger again and again until the pandemic finally killed them all.

But the O-negatives had survived. A few rare, lucky souls—those whose genes were different enough from the theoretical Caucasian AB-positive patient zero that the virus had stolen its antigenic cladding from—had survived. And so had Alvin.

Charlie’s vaccine could only save those who had never been exposed to the virus, before the virus had begun its grim work of finding its way under the body’s defences. Once the virus took hold, as it had in almost every person on the planet, it formed viral reservoirs that no one but an O-neg could ever clear, no matter what vaccine was tried.

Perhaps Pandora, whoever ‘Pandora’ had been, could have stopped the pandemic before it began, if only the seed strain they’d farmed in that damn mousebox had reached them in time. But in all probability, by the time the experiment had launched to orbit, the pandemic had already been spreading. It had, as Krister had said, been far, far too late.

There had been some talk at Galveston that by using a massive infusion of A, B, and Rhesus-positive antibodies, all of which were native in O-negative blood, that the body could be given a temporary respite from the virus, at the risk of anaphylaxis and auto-immune disorders as the immune system fought against what would amount to a full-volume blood transfusion of the wrong blood type... but no one had been crazy enough to try it, yet. Maybe, like the mice, someone would figure out a way to change a human’s blood-group from one to another... But after killing four fifths of the human race, the remaining percentage of humanity susceptible to the virus wouldn’t survive past the end of the month, let alone until clinical trials for unknown procedures could be completed.

There hadn’t been any hope for Charlie’s family, or for Alvin’s wife.

Marla hadn’t been showing symptoms by the time Alvin found her, but she’d been infected, just like everyone else. Alvin had read her poetry, and she had gotten dead drunk on old whiskey, and they’d laughed for as long as it was possible for them to laugh.

It was unfair that Alvin lived and Marla died, and he would have given anything to trade places with her, but he was the only person on the planet who hadn’t been infected, who could be saved by Charlie’s vaccine.

Of course, there was one man alive who wasn’t on the planet. And damn him for being right.

The final expedition to the International Space Station, made up of Alvin Burrows, Harry Stone, and Fedot Lagunov, had launched from the now abandoned ruins of Baikonur Cosmodrome. Their friends, the last surviving O-neg astronauts, stayed behind to watch them vanish into the sky on a column of flame, carrying supplies and a payload of small-print books and DVDs containing copies of just about every useful textbook it was possible to find between Alvin’s return and the second launch.

Finally, two days later, they arrived and docked to Space Station. Alvin and the others vented their air, remaining snug in their Sokols, and waited for any viral particles they’d brought with them to blow out into space. With new air cycled in, certain they wouldn’t infect Station, they at last opened the hatch.

Alvin drifted through the once familiar modules, reacquainting himself with the sweet sensation of freefall, even as the memories of what Space Station had become sat bitterly in his gut.

Contact with Krister had always been spotty. He spent most of his time, as he told the skeletal staff that remained at Mission Control, ‘straightening up’ Space Station. Making it ready for the next expedition.

They had discussed procedures for ensuring Station would remain sterile long enough to give the last uninfected man in existence his dose of the vaccine. They had read him step by step instructions, so he could repair the water reclamation systems like a man going through the troubleshooting guide for his DVD player. But in his heart, Alvin knew what they would find on arrival.

Krister, fast asleep in Rassvet, the recirculation fans and vents all still, with a bungee noose clinched tight around his neck.

In a way, Alvin was glad it ended like this. He wasn’t sure he could live with what he’d done, but now it didn’t matter.

He went to the Cupola, to sit and remember kissing Marla before she’d died. Stroking her hair, talking about old times, and reading her love poetry in a half-dozen languages she didn’t understand. He’d had to tell her, over and over, that it was alright. That he couldn’t be infected. Then she’d settled back with her whisky, sipped it, and kissed him, the taste of her sharp in his mouth.

He’d kissed her hard and long, loved her with all his heart, and then, with the taste of her still in his mouth, carefully spat as much of the virus as he could into a vial of saline solution that he’d palmed and switched for Krister’s dose of the vaccine back on the ground.

Krister had been right. Alvin wasn’t a killer, if only because he’d had his chance stolen from him.

Below Space Station, bit by bit, darkness fell upon the Earth. There was an occasional flash of pure, atomic-white light, and the untended factories and power generators gradually shut down and broke themselves to bits, burning and pouring smog into the skies and poison into the earth. In time, there were no cities gleaming in the night below, no light. Just shadows, and day by day, month by month, those left in the shadows below struggled and died. At last, the only lights left were scattered across the sky, gently blinking away...

  


  


“HELLO. MY NAME is Camille, and I’m twelve years old. My question for Alvin is, how can I make sure water is safe to drink?”

“Hi, Camille. What a great question.”
  


  


[image: ]

  


ABOUT THE AUTHOR

  


  


Malcolm Cross lives in London and enjoys the personal space and privacy that the city is known for. When not misdirecting tourists to nonexistent landmarks, Malcolm is likely to be writing science fiction and fantasy. A member of the furry fandom, he won the 2012 Ursa Major Award for Best Anthropomorphic Short Fiction.

Malcolm's blood-type is O-positive, and he has a cough. Not long, now...

  


He can be found online at www.sinisbeautiful.com
  


[image: 'The Culled' cover]

  


He made a stand against the end of the world...

  


The Blight arose from nowhere. It swept across the bickering nations like the End of Times and spared only those with a single fortuitous blood type.

Hot-headed religion and territorial savagery rule the cities now. Somewhere amidst the chaos a damaged man receives a signal, and with it the tiniest flicker of hope. The chance to rediscover the humanity he lost, long ago, in the blood and filth and horror of The Cull.

  


The Afterblight Chronicles is an exciting series of high-action post-apocalypse fiction set in a world ruled by crazed gangs and strange cults.
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‘AFTER THE WORLD DIED, WE ALL SORT OF DRIFTED BACK TO SCHOOL. AFTER ALL, WHERE ELSE WAS THERE TO GO?’

  


Lee Keegan’s fifteen. If most of the population of the world hadn’t just died choking on their own blood, he might be worrying about acne, body odour and girls. As it is, he and the young Matron of his boarding school, Jane Crowther, have to try and protect their charges from cannibalistic gangs, religious fanatics, a bullying prefect experimenting with crucifixion, and even the might of the US Army.

  


Welcome to St. Mark’s School for Boys and Girls...

  


School’s Out Forever collects School’s Out, Operation Motherland and Children’s Crusade, with the short story The Man Who Would Not Be King, an introduction by the editor, interviews, and new, previously unpublished material.

  


‘Youthful idealism conflicts with jaded experience, and the characters are frequently forced to balance ruthless effi ciency with utopian optimism... A lot of provocative discussion sneaks in under the cover of machine gun fire.’

Pornokitsch on Kitschie Award Finalist Children’s Crusade
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THE CULL ROSE FROM NOWHERE...

  


It swept across the world like the end of times, a killer virus that spared only those with one rare blood type. Now, in the ruined cities, cannibalism and casual murder are the rule, and religious fervour vies with cynical self-interest. The few who hope to make a difference, to rise above the monsters, must sometimes become monsters themselves.

  


The Culled

Even before the plague, he was a weapon, cold and brutal; and the Cull took away his one shot at regaining his humanity. Now, deep in the squalor of London, he receives a signal, and a flicker of hope. But the source of the signal is half a world away, and he must fight gangs, collectors, and the powerful Church of the New Dawn to get there.

  


“The blasted wastelands of London and New York City are vividly rendered in grimy detail, and the action is fast and furious, with blood, guts and explosions aplenty.” – BSC Review

  


Kill or Cure

Spending five years locked in a secret bunker, with only the dead for company, is enough to drive anyone mad. But Jasmine’s crazier than most; she survived the Cull, but the Cure’s worse, leaving her with a Voice that whispers at her to do terrible things. Rescued by the rulers of the New Caribbean, she is sent to investigate a second plague.

  


“Another mad, frantic dash through a post-apocalyptic landscape where the gun is law and nothing is ever quite the way it seems... Intrigue and double-double-crosses abound!” – Graeme’s Fantasy Book Review

  


Death Got No Mercy

Cade didn’t exactly care about people, but if someone he almost cared about was in trouble, he’d help if he could. If that meant taking on religious maniacs, suited cannibals and hippies who dealt out free love and fast death... well, I’m kind of runnin’ my mouth here. This ain’t a peaceful story, and Cade… Cade wasn’t a peaceful man.

  


“Al Ewing’s dead-pan delivery hooks you from the off, and you can’t help but smile at the ultra-violence Cade metes out.” – Mass Movement Magazine
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