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Chapter 1 – January 2381
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Crank Call

Renato’s comm lit up, the caller unknown.

“What!” he barked, looking around his office as if searching for the culprit. His assistants should have diverted what had to be a peddler or a prankster. He had a lot on his plate as Pro-Prog’s premier news vid writer. Babysitting assistants took too much time. 

There was dead silence. Someone breathing?

“I don’t have time for this shit.” He slumped back into his expensive faux-leather chair with a sigh. “Hello?” he demanded, ready to end the call. “Anybody there?”

“Is this Renato Jackson?” The voice sounded male and young. Maybe his daughter, Leah’s age ... and oddly familiar. Suddenly, it was as if every inhale and exhale occurred in slow motion. It couldn’t be. Renato looked around his office again—a spare room in his lover’s apartment—and pictured another office in earlier times, when he’d been young and sure of everything.

“Yes,” he replied, his hands shaking.

“This is Douglas March.” The boy took a shaky breath. “You don’t know me, but I’m your birth son. You’re my—”

“What?” Renato closed his eyes and then opened them, the past slamming into him: two babies in Jane’s womb, the medical staff’s strange and sudden refusal to acknowledge twins. The doctor’s suggestion of vanishing twin syndrome, irregularities in the lost twin's DNA preventing it from fully developing. The years spent mourning that child while raising Leah.

“I was reassigned shortly after birth,” Douglas said. “I’m Leah’s twin, older by ten minutes. I think I was kidnapped from Pro-Prog ... ah ... the Project for Progeny. It’s all in my file.”

“Who the hell is this?” Rage filled Renato at the audacity of the boy. “How dare you!”

“I just said. I’m Doug March. I live on Triton Colony One, or at least I did until—”

“I’m not buying it!” Renato cried. “This is a cruel and tasteless joke!”

“Close,” he muttered, the sound of that voice, so much like his own, reverberating in his head.

Someone must have come across long buried medical notes, before the techs had seen only one child, even though he and his mate had felt two babies. In the horror of Jane recovering from an emergency hysterectomy, they’d focused on Leah. It was his fault; he’d gone to the Oahu Sphere, leaving Jane alone.

If this Doug had contacted Jane, she would have found a way to breach the Separation and tell him of their boy. Leah would have called, too, shocked that her twin had been born after all. Though still in Pro-Prog, however, Leah wouldn’t take his calls. Maybe upon hearing about her twin, she’d thought her father had betrayed her once again.

#
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“DIAN-NAO, LOCATE LEAH Jackson!” Renato asked the house computer a few hours later. He stared at the vid screen’s pulsing search emblem; the words NOT FOUND at its center. It could mean any number of things—living off-planet the top of the list. Leah had been assigned to the Oahu Sphere, Pro-Prog’s second habitat, so where the hell was she?

“Dian-nao,” he said quietly, “coffee, half liter, iced, with milk and sugar.” He peered at the monitor on the wall at his latest article on the benefits of moving to the Oahu Sphere—not that he’d ever visit there again. He’d given the assignment to an eager assistant.

The thought of leaving the Shanghai Sphere, the original birthing habitat, made his flesh crawl. He’d returned to Oahu ten years after Leah’s birth, pushed by his boss to present a positive spin at the new sphere’s opening, despite its many construction failures. He’d almost died, centimeters away from being mowed down by a cart hauling an industrial water filtration unit. No good came from leaving Shanghai.

“Would you like cake with that?” the computer’s artificial voice chirped.

“No.” He stared at the screen, his fingers already moving text around, replacing weak verbs with stronger terms, and deleting the redundant.

A few seconds later, a servo arm dropped from the ceiling and set a dripping, ice-filled glass on his desk. He reached for the glass, took several swallows, then set it down. Though a perfect blend of coffee, sweet, creamy, and cold, it made his stomach churn.

He settled back into his chair, rubbing the back of his neck, thinking of Jane. He’d died inside after her birth injury, all hope and innocence gone. His dream of a five-quota—the highest number of progenies a couple could produce—would never be met by the woman he’d adored since they were kids. His twins with his second mate, Umah turned his count to three. His lover, Mina’s child—an illegal—would turn it to four. But where was his number one?

“Dian-nao, show vids on Leah Jackson,” he muttered, hearing Jane in his head telling him that he was getting obsessive. But hadn’t that been his key to success?

A date-sorted list appeared on his mini, a small portable computing device. As he scrolled through the entries, which took up several pages, he focused on Athena’s Speech.

Just before Leah’s mating celebration, Athena had given her notorious speech on the horrors of Real World addiction caused by separation from family and home. That Athena was Jane’s mother, Franny Murphy, also known as the Lady on the Moon, always set his teeth on edge. His daughter associating with her grandmother was beyond belief. Calling herself an Elder, Athena spoke of an inherent need for extended family, which had been disproved centuries ago. She was a hypocrite. At his and Jane’s mating celebration, she’d turned away from him in the food line as if he’d done something wrong.

He tapped the link, opening the vid.

It showed a bunch of kids packed into a small dark room, shuffling their feet, eyes watchful, anxious. About twenty of them. They looked eighteen—mating age. And then he saw his daughter, jammed in amongst them, her mouth twisted in distaste as if she smelled something foul.

Leah was claustrophobic, and probably terrified.

Renato zoomed in, searching several frames, unable to find Mark Powell, the boy she’d contracted to mate with. As the oldest son of Ed Powell, a prominent Pro-Prog Administrator, Mark knew better. Leah likely kept her involvement a secret, having derided Mark and his family in private for every little thing they said or did. Ed secured a premium Oahu Sphere apartment for the couple, and a sought-after job for Leah that accessed the Real World—each achievement impossible for most kids staying in Pro-Prog. She hadn’t been grateful, too busy being mad at her parents for falling out of love.

He flipped back to the search list, irritated by the many entries for the Resistance, an organization bent on destroying the Separation. He whistled as shock hit him; his daughter was one of them.

Nervous conversation buzzed in the tiny space, yet Leah didn’t move. Her shoulders looked as rigid as her frozen expression. Any minute, she’d start flexing her arms and balling her fists. As a child, she’d used her elbows more than once. Her school had called him and Jane in for increasingly stern lectures about violence in the home.

The vid had been captured when Leah still lived at home. She’d shut him out because he’d decided to mate again—albeit with a girl her age. She’d already been stewing for months with both parents for not helping her best friend, Pax, exiled for bearing an unauthorized child.

It had been far from the truth. Jane’s singular achievement as an Administrator had been to promote Diversity Rule 11, which removed kids from violent homes, sending those over ten to the Hilo Sphere, and assigning those ten and under to new parents. Over time, the courts started using Hilo as a dumping ground for misbehaving kids. Through Jane’s connections, the judge had granted Pax her choice of habitat. Unlike a trip to Hilo, it offered Pax a future. If Jane’s request had been made public, the exception would have ended her career.

Renato returned his attention to the vid. Someone was tracking the kids, yet aside from meeting, they’d done nothing wrong. In the grimy room, what looked like shut-down cameras and vid screens hung at standard intervals.

In a flurry of motion, Jared Frost slipped through the door and headed straight for Leah. He was a big guy, his shirt hanging out of his pants, his hair a mess. Leah threw her arms around him, and he reciprocated. It was like an oversized teddy bear hugging a doll. Renato chuckled. Even in preschool, Jared had towered over his daughter. Renato had learned a few weeks ago that Jared was part of a Spliced Quad: two same-sex couples mated with the opposite to produce children. It hadn’t surprised him, and it seemed perfectly reasonable. Renato had seeded a few slice-of-life adverts with the concept, and no one had complained.

The crackle of static filled the room as screens across the walls came to life. An old woman appeared on all vids. She was a recessive: blond hair, blue eyes.

“Franny,” he breathed. He’d hated reporting on her speech, but his job had required it. Now, seeing that his daughter was involved, he was incensed.

The kids in the room spoke at once. “Who is she?” “Are we being watched?” “What will my family say?” “Who betrayed us?”

“I’m Athena, the Lady on the Moon.” Franny held out both hands. Behind her was an amazing view of Earth’s blue and white orb against the black of space. “I welcome the Resistance. I welcome you all.”

Murmurs bloomed across the room as the kids turned to each other. Then came shushing sounds, and silence. Renato watched Leah as Franny spoke, seeing the resemblance between them. Leah gripped Jared’s arm, and his hand came down on hers.

Franny’s words about the need for extended family washed over him, all of them lies. The Separation was not killing people as she claimed. It was humanity’s fundamental way of life, allowing young families to grow without the interference of elders. There were gasps around the room and puzzled expressions as she described rampant depression in the Real World—more lies.

Her voice droned on, and he started to doze off. It puzzled him that anyone would listen to Athena’s ridiculous ideas, especially the young. She was an old has been, living on the Moon Colony, a hospice for the dying. Between this and his new role—acting as stud for the mysterious Progeny Replacement Project, or the PRP—the world had gone crazy. He looked through half-closed eyes, not hearing a word Franny said. When her vid blinked out and the room exploded with talk, he closed the vid.

His daughter might be smart, but whomever captured the vid was smarter. Thanks to them, he had a decent list to work from. And he had to find her; she was his heart. She’d always be his little girl, her brown face turned up to him like a perfect flower, her sweet baby weight in his arms when she’d first laughed, her warm little hand in his as they strode to her school.

He rose, needing to move his body, needing to get a coffee and maybe a treat this time—but not at home. He slipped the plexisoles he’d left by his desk onto his feet and headed for the great room. 

Mina sat at the dining table engrossed in one of the many therapy sessions she gave each week to patients at the far edges of the sphere. His son, Jeffry slept in a bassinette at her feet.

Doctor Mina Slavin of the Pro-Prog Medical Center’s Psychiatric Division had once cared for his second mate, now institutionalized for postpartum psychosis. At first glance, Mina had seemed kind and intelligent, the pain of the past shading her eyes. She belonged, however, to the PRP, which was focused on increasing the world’s diminishing population. Already pregnant with his sperm, she’d taken him in after Umah’s collapse.

The PRP was powerful and far-reaching, its advocates hiding in the cracks of Pro-Prog’s crumbling society. He feared that at any moment, the authorities would uncover his crime of producing an unauthorized child. 

“Be right back,” he said at the apartment’s main door, stuffing earbuds into his ears.

Mina waved him away.

“Play Sergai Rachmaninoff’s ‘All-night Vigil’, he said into the comm on his wrist as the door closed. He strode down the hall to the lift, the haunting music filling his senses.

Priidite, poklonimsya Tsarevi nashemu Bogu

Priidite, poklonimsya i pripadem Khristu Tsarevi nashemu Bogu...

He mouthed the translation, ‘Come, let us worship God, our King. Come let us worship and fall down before Christ, our King and our God.’ He fell into a trance of sorts as he strode down the tree-lined street, lulled by the ancient song.

Old scores

FARO MCIVER WATCHED Renato Jackson cross the square, fast walking like rich people did, paying no mind to his surroundings. Probably listening to music—something fancy. The street was jumping: new stores and restaurants packed with people, high-end spas for massages and facials, lines forming outside. Bots up high, scrubbing already shiny windows of brand-new housing. He could have had a piece of it once, back when he’d just mated.

His eyes narrowed as he watched Renato step around people and pets, as if they were props. Renato reeked of credits—from his fancy haircut to the way he moved—as if he owned everything. Faro remembered him from the Yong Feng District. Renato’s parents had been lawyers, smarter than everyone else, making a big frigging deal about achieving the five-quota.

It wasn’t so different from his own family in that regard. His mother had drilled into him and his siblings the benefits of getting a five-quota, even after Pop went to jail. “No heavy credits needed to make five people,” she’d said at dinner at least once a week, looking over him and his dirty, half-starved siblings. “Just get a mate and breed.”

A so-called fanatic, from a long line of fanatics, she’d died some time ago out in the Real World. He’d quickly lost touch with her, then got a cryptic message noting her death. Pop was gone, too, never making it out of prison.

About to turn eighteen, Faro had pestered Shelly, his childhood girlfriend, to stay and mate with him. During their years of struggle, they’d made five brats, which had been his to use.

Faro took a swig from his water bottle, eyes closing as the sting slid down his throat and bloomed fire in his belly. It was his last batch, distilled from pulpy potatoes and stale bread. Probably wasn’t doing his ulcer any good, but food was hard to find, and liquor took the edge off.

He sauntered out onto the sidewalk, stuffing the bottle into his bag, then reached to grab Renato just as Renato swerved and ducked into a new pastry shop.

Faro kept moving, hands splayed as if in innocence, his heart pounding. His timing was off. He slowed and backed against the shop, his hands shaking, thinking of the pleasure he’d missed by a hair’s breadth of hauling the asswipe into an alley and wringing his famous neck.

Renato needed to be taken down a few notches and learn how real people lived. Wouldn’t be so fancy then.

Back in the day, when Renato’s sole kid had latched onto his daughter, Pax, Renato must have checked him out like a news story. Found out he couldn’t touch a man’s kid when she was part of a five-quota. Research—what Renato did all day—wasn’t all that hard. In just an hour, Faro had learned everything he’d needed to know about the famous news vid writer and his equally famous mate, Jane, an Administrator. Having produced one measly kid, they’d pretended to parent his.

He smiled as he passed a dark young woman, almost blue-black, eyeing her breasts, thinking she’d be fine ... for a few days, anyway. Females were more trouble than they were worth, no matter their age. Pax had bugged the shit out of him—going to Renato’s house, bringing back things she didn’t need and raising her expectations. She riled him on purpose, cozying up to the family that had sent his father to prison, and him to a boy’s home. That she’d made his other kids wild with jealousy had sent him into orbit. His mate, Shelly had been dead wrong not telling him when the kid went to that house. 

Pax was his kid, not Renato’s, who’d stayed in Pro-Prog for a second mate because he’d picked wrong with his first. No one got between Faro and his kids—except maybe that stupid judge.

Faro snickered as he watched two little boys fight over a cupcake, breaking the flow of foot traffic around them. The thing ended up in the gutter, and the father dragged both of them off. Faro would have whacked the brats, no matter who was looking. It brought his youngest to mind. 

If he hadn’t been hung over on the day of Pax’s court case, he would have bargained with the judge to let them keep Greg, their ticket to eleven more years in Pro-Prog. Pax never had any sense. He should have sold her the first time he’d taken her on a job. It sure had pulled her sister, Viola, down from her high horse.

He’d beat Shelly bad that night after court for not waking him up, and for losing their baby. She’d run the next day, taking Trey and Viola with her. Viola must have aged-out by now. He had no idea where Trey and Shelly lived. Didn’t matter. He and Shelly—no matter where she hid—had just a year left in Pro-Prog, what with Trey being seventeen.

He leaned against a building, watching a family settle in at one of the outdoor restaurants across the street. They were all dressed up, smiling and talking nicely—a perfect five-quota. He could have had the same if Shelly hadn’t been such a piss-poor mother.

He’d tried to be a good father, but his kids wouldn’t listen. Pax had judgy eyes like his mother, always griping about no food, no supplies, no laundry facilities—as if he had a clue how to do any of it. It was Shelly’s job. One boy was grape-soft and the other, Viola’s shadow. He was no miracle worker.

Always hungry as a kid, he hadn’t done well in school. His day jobs never quite covered the basics; they would have starved if he hadn’t taken on extra work. Using Pax as collateral had been a stroke of genius.

He pushed off from the building and tried to blend in as people streamed from the roving carts to shop and dine. Kids bounced and begged their parents, making his head hurt. People shot looks at him, then moved out of his way. He glanced down, seeing wrinkled clothes, scuffed plexisoles with a few of the straps hanging off. He hadn’t shaved in a while, maybe hadn’t showered, either.

“It’s no crime to be here,” he said, leering at a pregnant woman in blue shorts and top. She gripped her two kids by their hands, and steered them away from him, her broad mouth a hard line.

He shook his head, mimicking her expression, then moved on. Thirsty all of a sudden, he crossed the street to the outdoor restaurant and sat at a small table beside the five-quota family.

In seconds, a bot appeared above his table—a little round one with fake wings to make it look cute. “Credit ID, please,” it chirped. “It will be a pleasure to serve you.”

He held up his wrist to show his comm. “Do you always check first?” he asked out of the side of his mouth. He must have at least a hundred credits, or he did at the end of last night’s card game. He had no memory of stumbling home to his one-room walk-up, or how much he’d won. 

“Yes, sir, we always check,” it chirped. “It’s our policy. Unfortunately, you have insufficient credits for the least expensive item served by this establishment. Please vacate your seat immediately.”

It started to whir and dip in the air.

“What?” He pressed on his comm and gasped. His account was in deficit by 100 credits. How had that happened? He slumped over, then pressed his hands to his knees and stood. The bot started to whirl as it rose out of his reach. People gathered, expecting a show. Clinkers would arrive once the light at the top of the bot blinked red. 

“I just wanted some damn water!” he cried, turning to stare at the five-quota family, their table already loaded with sandwiches and fancy drinks. They gaped at him like idiots.

That’s when he saw Renato, cradling a neat package from the pastry shop, craning his neck to get a good look at the lowlife being kicked out.

Faro stared back, everything about Renato spelling out in bold detail the failure he’d made of his own life.

Recognition hit and Renato looked away in a jolt of sadness and pain.

“Good,” Faro said, raising a fist. “This ain’t the last you’ll see of me.” 

He grabbed a sandwich off the table beside him and, ignoring the uproar, faded into the crowd.

Domestic animal

IT TOOK A WHILE FOR Renato to calm down after he slipped through his apartment door, handed his package to a servo, and escaped to his office. Mina was nowhere around—maybe in a hygiene unit with Jeffry, who was gone as well.

He sat abruptly in his chair, rubbing his pounding forehead. Seeing Faro McIver after so many years had been like a punch in the gut. The hate pouring from his eyes and his upraised fist brought back terrible memories of scrounging for food and fighting for his brothers in the Yong Feng District. Later, as a father, he’d been shocked to learn that Pax was Faro’s daughter.

In the four years since Pax’s day in court, Faro had aged considerably. His mop of black hair had streaks of gray. His prominent nose, looking splotchy and red, still dwarfed his heavily wrinkled face. The man looked like a diehard alcoholic.

Renato sat back, considering. Maybe he’d write an article on Faro’s type: a demographics-oriented piece with a series of underbelly stories. When he opened his mini and got to work, he didn’t have to go far. He thought back to the day he’d hidden with his brothers, terrorized by a pack of kids, their leader, desperate. The pack had called themselves the Oaks. Unbreakable like the sturdy tree. Renato had been about twelve, his brothers Lyson and Monty—nine and five.

He was ten when his parents finished law school. They took per-diem jobs in the Yong Feng District, handling messy court cases, in and out of their apartment at all hours, seeking just food and sleep, expecting Renato’s help. 

They’d told him it would just be for a little while—so they could gain legal experience. As a kid, he didn’t know what that meant. Before the move, their apartment had been mechanized, and his school’s class size small. While he’d had plenty of food and had worn nice clothes, handed out by servos, in the Yong Fang District, their apartment provided basic water and electricity. Each day he stepped out of it, he had to fight with teachers and students alike, trying to keep him and his brothers safe. His parents made a game out of buying food at black market stalls and scrounging charity bins for clothes. As two years passed, he got used to it.

One day his parents took on an important case. Dangerous men extorted money from black market merchants—as protection from a rash of beatings. Grudges exploded between families, with their children harassed. One man went too far, beating a merchant’s daughter, who ended up in the hospital.

It became Renato’s job to buy groceries and supplies with the credit vouchers his parents left on the table each morning, and to get his brothers dressed and off to school. While the school provided a crappy free breakfast and lunch, nights and weekends they were on their own.

In any give family, most kids left Pro-Prog and only a few stayed. His parents’ insistence on he and his brothers staying in Pro-Prog to meet the five-quota had set them apart from their peers. Once mentioned, the other kids never let it go. “Baby-maker,” “coward,” “Pro-Pig,” and “skill-less,” were some of the invectives thrown.

Renato’s parents had been naïve, thinking that because they represented the worst of their district in court, their children would gain protection. When a defendant lost, however, and parents went to prison, the children left behind held grudges.

School was inherently a battle ground: a place to dodge attention and stick with one’s friends. Renato had no friends. The building was huge by Pro-Prog standards to accommodate the growing number of kids being sluffed off to the poorest district. The air conditioning didn’t work, there were water leaks everywhere, and limited supplies. Few teachers applied, forcing the Administration to relax the 20-students per class maximum. They’d split Renato’s class into three sections based on intelligence scores. He knew few kids on the lowest rung, half of those in the middle, and most at the top, his section. Unfortunately, all of the kids knew him.

One day, he stepped outside into the murky fake-morning light to a pack of kids who watched from across the street. He scanned the scaffolding shrouded building behind them, seeing splintered bamboo, and a brown liquid oozing onto the pavement. His nostrils flared at the reek of rancid oil and urine. He tried to look away, to lose their attention, but they weren’t having it.

They’d come for him.

“Trouble,” he murmured, placing a hand on each of his brothers, who stilled immediately. His bag hung heavily on his shoulder. Inside was an old book he’d found at the recycling center: a real paper and board book called a Dictionary. It listed all the English words people used to speak before the Dark Times. His history teacher had wanted to see it.

“Hey!” one of the kids called out. He was the leader: black hair, empty leering grin, maybe in a grade or two above him. Maybe in the lower third of his class. His eyes were like dark slits. He pulled a skinny girl against him. His name was Faro. He’d looked drugged or drunk, as did the other kids.

Renato’s brothers looked up at him with worried eyes. Every instinct made him want to yank them back inside. Though wiry and strong, they were too small to fight this gang.

“What!” Renato called out, jerking his chin.

The leader moved closer, his smile sickening, the pack shuffling beside him. “How’s about handing over those credit vouchers.” He pointed at Renato’s pockets. “I see you buying food and stuff. Hand ‘em over.”

The other kids jeered. “Yeah, soft boy.” “Give it over, half-quota.” “Too jacked to fly.”

“How’s about you trot along to school.” Renato waved a hand dismissively. “I don’t have time for this, and you could get in trouble.”

“Like my Pa?” The boy stepped closer. “His big trial went sideways. Yer Pa’s fault and he needs to pay. Yer Ma’s, too. She couldn’t think of some angle to get him off the charges?”

“What are you talking about?” Renato looked him up and down. “I owe you nothing.” Renato glared at him and each of his friends in turn, memorizing their features.

“I’m McIver,” the leader said, his spittle flying. “Head of the Oaks. The girl they hurt sang, dude, so it’s over. I’m stuck with Ma, who ain’t worth a shit. She don’t make enough credits for us to eat—not properly.” He patted his stomach. “I got a big appetite and you’re gonna fill it.”

“Your father’s going to prison?”

“Looks like it.”

“Sorry, dude.” Renato shook his head and took a step forward. “We need to get to school. You, too.”

The boy held out a hand. “Sorry don’t buy food.” He jiggled his fingers. “Hand it over.”

“No.” Renato stared at him. “He did the crime; he does the time. The court decides these things, maybe a judge or a jury. I have nothing to do with it, and my parents’ jobs have nothing to do with it, either.”

“You say what?” McIver’s eyes flared.

Screaming and shouting, McIver and his friends came barreling across the street. The sound reverberated off the buildings. People peeked out their doors and windows, then shut them fast.

Renato hurled the book bag with all his might, knocking down some of the kids. Others kept coming. McIver dove for Renato, but missed. The fallen kids scrambled to their feet, giving Renato enough time to yank his brothers into their apartment.

The Oaks hit in solid thumps against the door.

“Disturbance at the door,” Renato spoke into his comm, using the emergency app his parents had insisted that he and his brothers learn to use. Red lights pulsed on his brothers’ comms.

“Push them,” he said, hoping that the three signals together would intensify the request. They did as he asked, fingers fumbling in their terror.

The Oaks kept banging at the door, which was thin and starting to crack.

“Come on,” Renato said, gesturing to his brothers, “time for the protocol.”

They ran through the great room and down the narrow hallway to the only secure space in the crumbling apartment—their parents’ hygiene unit. The courts had paid dearly for the update, part of their protection arrangement, rendering the antiquated hygiene unit both fire and crush proof. The only drawback was the lack of fresh oxygen during a power failure.

“Protocol safe,” Renato said as the hygiene unit door closed. There was a whooshing sound, then all went dark and silent—as if a blanket of cotton had been draped over the room, sealing it completely. 

“No power?” Lyson asked, his voice squeaking. A flop of curly hair hung over his big dark eyes.

“I guess,” Renato replied, putting an arm around him. “But it won’t last long.” He felt a small cold hand and then pulled Monty onto his lap. “We’ll be okay,” he said, catching the little boy’s eyes. “The clinkers will come, or Mom and Dad will.”

“They’ll get the signal?” Monty rested his head against Renato’s chest and Lyson leaned against him.

“Yup. They will.” Renato pulled him closer. “The app will send them a message.”

“At least we can go pee and poop,” Monty said, wiggling a little. He pushed away from Renato and headed to the toilet.

“You got that right, buddy,” Renato said, and they all laughed as they separated.

He held onto Monty as the kid perched on the porcelain appliance to do his business, never so grateful—then or anytime later—for a good old-fashioned toilet embedded in the floor.

The clinkers arrived in minutes, and then his parents. Caught in the act of trespassing and vandalism, it was an easy case—especially with lawyers as victims. 

#
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LATER, RENATO UNDERSTOOD the true value of power as he stood beside his brothers in juvenile court, watching McIver cringe between his lawyers at each of their statements.

It was an old courtroom: wooden benches lined up facing a black-robed judge, who sat behind a massive desk on a raised dais. Judge Hanley Atkins was clean-shaven, with pale brown skin, his mustache and eyebrows almost black. He had a chiseled chin, his expression serene, almost unearthly. A door behind him led to his chambers. An aisle separated the benches down the middle of the room: plaintiffs on the left, defendants on the right. The audience sat behind the opposing parties.

After a brief cross-examination, Judge Atkins called a recess to review the information in his chambers.

“All rise,” the bailiff said a few minutes later, as the judge entered from the side and sat once again on his platform.

“You may be seated,” the bailiff intoned. Then all went quiet. 

The judge took his time opening his mini and collecting his thoughts. 

“Unfortunately,” he said, looking at McIver with a deceptively mild gaze, “you’ve decided to follow in your father’s footsteps. You terrorized the children of attorneys. For what—to punish them for not adequately representing your father? Lawyers are the arm of the law. Just like clinkers—and me—they serve the Administration. The law decided he’s guilty; how dare you question it. Tit for tat is what got your father into trouble in the first place. He harmed an innocent child.” The judge studied McIver, who looked at the floor. “Are you...? Look at me, young man.”

McIver managed a glance, his face pale.

“Are you sorry for your behavior at all?”

The entire room went silent.

Finally, McIver nodded, then sneaked a glance at a tired-looking woman in the row behind him, and the teenaged girl beside her. The two glared back, looking just like him: one very dark, the other a few shades lighter, both wearing red lipstick.

“The defendant is guilty of three counts of harassment,” the judge said, striking his gavel on his desk. “Now that the father—a poor role model—is removed from the home, perhaps the mother will have a chance to straighten the boy out.” He sought the mother’s gaze, and she nodded grimly. “Seeking food should not lead to the harassment of others. I sentence Faro McIver to six months in a boy’s home, then back to his mother.” He exchanged nods with the older woman once again.

Clinkers peeled away from the wall, heading to Faro as talk erupted all around the courtroom. The judge shot a look at the bailiff.

“Order in the court!” the bailiff yelled.

“We appeal!” one of McIver’s lawyers cried out.

Everyone froze and went silent, all eyes on Judge Atkins.

“Appeal denied,” he said quietly, but with conviction. “You’re lucky it wasn’t an attempted murder charge.” He rose and began to collect his things.

McIver reeled back, his mouth hanging open. Renato felt bad for him; he was just a dumb kid. His lawyers had hardly tried.

“You’d best take advantage of any training that comes your way,” the judge said, looking McIver in the eye. “Forget about your parents.” His tone softened. “Your efforts over the next few months will determine your path. Do you understand me?”

Faro nodded, then was hauled away by the clinkers. At the door, he turned and looked at Renato with what might have been an apology.

Without its leader, the Oak pack dispersed. Over the next few years, a few ignorant kids tried to get a rise out of Renato and his brothers, but other kids shut them down. Faro’s case had shown them the extent of a lawyer’s power.

The bet

FARO STOOD AT THE FAR side of a dimly lit barroom, trying to fade into the backdrop. A trio of portable gaming tables stood in the center. At the tables around them, patrons–mostly men—slouched over mugs of beer. A battered wooden bar took up the right wall, bottles of booze stacked on shelves behind it, stemmed glasses hanging from the lowest shelf, hardly used. Two bartenders, a man and a woman, scurried about making drinks and passing snacks.

Faro had been tracking Viola’s mate, Mick Brice, for a few weeks, and the target had just strolled in, followed by a six-pack of idiot buddies. Wiry, with cinnamon colored skin, Mick’s floppy dark hair hung over his eyes as he eyed the woman bartender, He looked thirsty for something and not just liquid. He was all bluff and bluster, with brilliant white teeth begging to be cracked. The bartender gave him a big smile; she knew him well.

Faro had heard from old friends that Mick had shit luck—couldn’t even cheat right. Viola had picked a kid from their old neighborhood for a mate. His parents were scroungers, never quite paying the rent, clinkers taking one or the other parent to court for past due notices. His youngest daughter had shit taste in men, yet it made him proud that one of his kids was going after a five-quota. He might have grown to like Mick, but every interaction was a chance at a transaction. His daughter had something he wanted, and he would get it.

He’d never met Mick that he knew of, and Shelly had disappeared long before Viola’s age-out. Friends spoke of a booze filled mating celebration, punctuated at its end by a man in a black robe helping the couple take their vows.

Mick’s scowl in Faro’s direction was a telling look, that Mick knew who he was. As the boys settled around two of the gaming tables, getting drink orders from bots, lighting up smokes, Faro edged his way to Mick’s table. The boys glanced in his direction, looking nervous—as they should.

“Hey!” Mick said as Faro shoved a boy out of a seat across from him, then slid into it. Seeing Faro’s scowl, the boy sidled away to another table, eying Faro’s hardened fists.

“You’re not supposed to be here.” Mick said, rising from his seat, “No extended family contact....”

“Didn’t see your name on the door,” Faro said with a grin. “No rule against visiting Oahu.”

Mick looked down at the table and then up, watching as the dealer, a non-descript dark man in a dark one-piece, shuffle the cards. 

Faro nodded at the dealer for his cards, and then the fun began. An hour later, he’d taken Mick’s entire stash of credit vouchers. The kid was drunk and pissed as hell.

“Not right!” Mick said, slurring his words. “Can’t pay the rent now. Viola will be pissed.” He peered at Faro out of one eye, the other a slit.

“You’ve got more to bet,” Faro said, lifting his chin, giving him a smile of encouragement. 

“What?” Mick glared back, then looked on either side of him at his buddies, who shrugged. Only one of his friends had half a brain and he’d bailed at his first loss. He was busy sniffing around the curvy female bartender. Her rounded middle spoke of early pregnancy, while her hands and smiling lips spoke of easy access—albeit for credits.

“What about your son?” Faro asked, his voice low as he looked around for listening ears. “He’s gotta be worth at least a hundred credits. Name the price.” He scanned Mick’s sweatshirt, seeing sweat stains beneath the arms, food stains down the right shoulder, and a tear along the left sleeve.

“Out a here,” one of Mick’s friends said, then rose and strode away. “Don’t do it, dude,” said another, his hand slapping Mick’s shoulder as he rose and left.

“Kid’s not for sale.” Mick glared at Faro through a hank of hair. “His mother would kill me.”

“Viola?” Faro scoffed. “She won’t do nothing if you lift a hand to her.”

Mick leaned across the table, his eyes blazing. “You say that about your own daughter?”

“What? You scared of her?” Faro waved a hand. “It’s the only way sometimes to keep ‘um in line.” Faro looked at him out of the corner of his eye. “Don’t tell me you haven’t thought of doing it.” He spread out his hands. “Besides, what makes you think you won’t win. A hundred credits will keep you in food for a few weeks and she’ll be grateful.”

Mick eyed him and the cards as the dealer started handing them out.

“You’re due for a win, kid,” Faro added. “Gotta win at least once tonight, and we’ll just go one round, winner take all.” Faro grabbed his stash of credit vouchers and fanned them out on the table, gratified by the gleam in Mick’s eyes. “Take a good look at what you’ll be bringing home to yer family.” He sniffed. “What do you say?”

“Two hundred,” Mick blurted out.

“Done.” Faro scrawled his signature on a mini the dealer handed him. “Here, just sign and make it good.” The dealer turned to Mick.

As Mick signed on the mini, his other friends bailed.

It took less than a minute for Faro to win his own grandson.

“Can’t be legal,” Mick said, glancing at the dealer.

“Gambling’s illegal,” the dealer quipped. He eyed Faro. “Clinkers won’t enforce it, but he will.”

As the dealer strode away, Faro stuffed his credit vouchers into his pocket. The place was almost empty. The lone male bartender was wiping down the bar at its far end.

“You can’t have him.” Mick rose from the table, his fists balled.

“You think so?” Faro looked him over, seeing no challenge in his sorry frame, and grinned. “Try and stop me.”

Mick sucked in his breath and swayed a little. “What do you want him for?” he whined. “He’s little.”

“Kids are in demand,” Faro said, staring him down. “I’ll be by to collect, and that’s a promise.” He chuckled as Mick ran for the door.

Two things were certain. One: though the tracer Mick’s friend had tapped onto his shoulder would tell him where Mick was, Faro already knew how to find Viola. And two: the Changer would pay triple for the child.

But he’d take his time. The Changer had an endless supply of credit; there was no need to get her involved for now. Viola was another story. Mick would be sure to talk; he couldn’t help it. It pleased him to draw out Viola’s suffering as she waited for his arrival.

An innocent

HEARING A SOFT SOUND, Renato looked up from his mini and smiled.

“He’s awake,” Mina said, her amber eyes going to crescents as she entered his office. She cradled Jeffry, the oldest and strongest of his twins. The baby’s bright eyes searched the room.

He tried not to stare at Mina’s rounded abdomen. It was his child, but without his consent. It was a new feeling, having no agency over his life, having to rely on his role as a breeder for survival. For now, it was his only option. He’d lost his apartment with Umah: her illness precluding any more children. No one would rent to someone whose mate had been institutionalized, or with the survival of his infant boys in question. Even his popularity as a vid writer couldn’t help him snare an apartment.

He’d presented several reports on Shanghai’s crumbling infrastructure and its diminishing housing pool. Now he was part of the fall-out, surviving on the charity of a woman who’d taken advantage of him. Yet no word of this must fall from his lips when speaking to the public. If the authorities learned of his role in Mina’s illegal program, they’d kick him out of Pro-Prog and reassign his boys.

He was grateful for Mina’s help, though he didn’t want to be. She was so damn nice to him in every way and had been from the start. Her wholesome acceptance of his worries and the way she calmed him when he got angry made it hard to resent her. She was a perfected version of all he needed in a mate, and he was too tired and dragged down by staying up nights with his son to fight with her about anything. 

He’d left his office door open as an invitation—something he’d never done with his legal mates. Yet, he had to wonder if Mina would do the same for him. His instincts said no. Mina had already uncovered everything about him to gain control over him yet hid a great deal about her own past. He wanted to trust her. He wanted to give himself up to loving her. Despite her strange political affiliation, she was a truly kind person. If something should happen to him, his sons would benefit from her care.

But what about her children? Her age and credentials indicated that she was well-beyond the five-year limit to achieve a first child. Something must have happened to them and the mate she never mentioned. After losing her first mate, she had five years to find a new one, and five more to reproduce—but not with Renato. Umah, though incapacitated, was very much alive.

He heard the whispered comments when he met with colleagues. He was considered a pariah, having failed his first mating with a lone progeny, and the second mate problematic. The birth planning council would not allow a third. Mina was playing a dangerous game, pregnant with his illegal child and acting like a mother to his boys.

She’d become pregnant with his child even before they began living together, likely in November the day he’d gone to the clinic about a fainting spell. He’d blacked out during the appointment, with vague memories of her leaning over him. He’d thought it was a dream at the time, having seen her before with Umah.

“The doctor says that Wesley can breathe without assistance,” Mina said, “and that his apnea spells have stopped. He can come home in a day or two.”

“You sure?” He studied her, seeing peachy glowing skin and shining black hair falling to her shoulders. She usually wore it up. It was hard to believe she was his jailer. “What about the cardiopulmonary resuscitation factor?” he asked. “That seems a bit daunting with a tiny body.”

“I’ll take care of it.” She nuzzled Jeffry.

In that moment, she looked content—how he wished he could feel. But he was stretched thin like a wire, watching her get bigger, waiting for the clinkers to arrive and shove him into a pod.

“We need to talk,” he said quietly. He knew all about secrets, having kept them all his life, unable to trust anyone—not completely. Trust was so easily broken.

Her expression closed. “Okay.” She set the baby down in his crib.

“Come here.” He held out an arm and smiled. In an instant, her soft shape was against him, and she was kissing him. His hands were on her, feeling the changes of early pregnancy. Was her affection to keep him contented? Gently, he pulled a chair closer and pushed her into it.

She stared at him, expressionless.

“Where are your children?” he asked, then reached to pull her back as she turned away, steeling himself against her emotions. “Where are they and where is your mate? You haven’t said a word about them, and it’s been weeks. You obviously love children. You must love yours.”

She looked hesitant. Tears welled in her eyes. “Do I have to?” When she clenched her fists, he folded them into his. 

“Whatever it is, Mina, just say it.” He raised her hands to his lips and kissed them, then set them down. He could send bots to do the research, but wanted her to tell him. Trust went both ways.

She took a deep breath and began. “My mate was Doctor Leonard West, the head Psychiatrist at the Pro-Prog Medical Center. He committed suicide about six months ago.”  She paused, looking down to fiddle with the hem of her shirt. “The mentally ill are drawn to the profession,” she continued, looking up at him. “They seek answers for others that they can’t find for themselves.”

“Your children were under ten?” he asked.

Mina sucked in her breath then let it out. “No ... not all of them.”

“They were sent to the Hilo Sphere?” he asked. “How old?” 

“My eleven-year-old, Benta, was just a little girl.” She began to sob. “I’ve heard horrible things about Hilo. And now with kids escaping, it must be in an uproar.”

He bowed his head over her hands picturing Leah at eleven: a bundle of energy, beautiful and confident in her strength, yet innocent. 

“The others?”

“Eddie’s one and Eliza’s six, reassigned to separate families.” She spoke through her tears. “I have no idea where they are.”

“Likely in the Oahu Sphere,” he murmured. “Everyone’s going there these days.” 

Since the new High Council President, Austin Martinez, had opened pod traffic between the Real World and Pro-Prog, people with kids or grandkids had swarmed the Shanghai Sphere seeking loved ones. Many had moved on to the Oahu Sphere, now under tight control. Clinkers arrested the illegal visitors, rounding them up in the square, then sending them home with hefty fines. The High Council did not rule Pro-Prog, no matter what their ludicrous president, Jane’s foolish brother, said or did.

“I suppose,” Mina wailed. “What can I do? I have no way to find them and miss them terribly.”

“Do you mind if I look?” he asked, thinking of the countless ways he’d learned to breach the world’s dual Databases. He might hate her usage of his body, but he didn’t hate her. He might scorn other people trying to connect with family members, but Mina just wanted to know what had happened. She’d never see her children again.

“You can do that?” She swiped at her tears in a delicate feminine way that softened his heart. A servo arm came down and handed her a tissue, which she used to blow her nose.

“Maybe we’ll find a family vid or something.” He leaned forward with the ghost of a smile, his hands running up her thighs. “You never know what a bot can do. What are their full names and dates of birth?”

They turned at Jeffry’s cry—tinny and sweet, a newborn sound. The twins should have been born in a few weeks, each day granting an increased chance of their survival. His mate, Umah had collapsed on their bedroom floor. Seizures from preeclampsia had almost taken her and the twins. A premature birth, however, was better than a triple funeral.

Umah lay catatonic in the hospital from postpartum psychosis. Her doctors hoped that with time and the right medicine, she might recover. Yet even at the start of their mated relationship, she’d been a child in a woman’s body, requiring Renato’s constant vigilance and care. He didn’t want to think of her back in his life, raising the twins with her, forcing him to walk away from Mina—if Mina would even let him go.

“I’ll get him.” Renato moved to the crib. Looking back, he saw fatigue in the pinch of her lips and the hunch of her shoulders. It hurt to revisit old wounds, and he was no ogre. “Why don’t you take a nap before work,” he said as he lifted Jeffry. “Just send me a message with your kids’ info.”

“Okay.” She sighed as she headed to their bedroom, her eyes already beginning to close.

“I’ll wake you up in time for a bite,” he called after her, which she acknowledged with a wave. The bedroom door slid shut.

He sauntered to the great room, which was comfortably equipped with a long sofa, a low chrome table, and an easy chair at an angle. A soft pink carpet covered the floor. Opposite the sitting area was the kitchen unit, which he’d stocked via the nearby pod chute. Picture frames showing pastoral scenes hung across the walls, in what appeared to be a random pattern. Mina claimed they promoted serenity. 

Jeffry started to sputter.

“Dian-nao, feed Jeffry,” Renato said, and a servo arm came down with a bottle at the required temperature. He squirted some on his wrist to be sure; machines weren’t perfect. He fitted the nipple into the baby’s mouth, enjoying the sight of his cute little nose and his flailing hands, as they settled onto the bottle. Machines could not replace the warmth of human touch, without which babies failed to thrive. For him, it was more than duty; he had a deep urge to hold his child.

The crank call came to mind as he settled back on the sofa. It was hard to believe it had come from another son. Yet it made him wonder what would have happened if he’d stayed home when Leah was born. He might have had a son, and Jane wouldn’t have lost her fertility. She’d still be with him and their younger children. Diversity Rule 11 would not have happened.

No dumb bunny

RENATO’S GAZE WANDERED as the baby nursed, narrowing in on Mina’s mini. She’d left it on the table in front of the sofa. Unable to help himself, he reached out, careful with Jeffry, and tapped the keyboard with one finger.

It was live. With text on the screen.

He leaned closer, recognizing his name. He scanned the room. Was it a test of his loyalty?

Mina had never left her mini on before. She must have been truly exhausted to have left it exposed. It looked like she had a file on him, some kind of list.

He lay Jeffry, his eyes closing, back into bed, and handed the servo the bottle. He pulled the mini closer, the words on it jumping out at him. It was a list of women who’d received his sperm—three of them.

The first was Mina, and the second, Sola Pooja, just eighteen, and a recent age-out. He didn’t know her. The third was ... Paxon Small?

He stared at the name. He’d impregnated Pax ... a kid!

His stomach clenched as bile rose in his throat. He turned aside and vomited a little into his hands. Every part of him shook as he sprinted to the sink in the kitchen unit and hurled the contents of his stomach until dry heaves came. Sucking in air, he called out, “Pepto, now,” then held out his hand, took the cup handed to him by a servo, and drank it down.

For several minutes, he let water stream in the kitchen unit sink as he washed his face and hands, rinsed out his mouth, then took a towel held out by a servo. When he handed it back, the servo retracted into the ceiling.

On trembling legs, Renato returned to his seat, then turned the mini so he could read it better. He stared at the picture on the screen, seeing a skinny young woman whose eyes spoke of pain and a maturity beyond her years. It was Pax—the child of his heart and Leah’s best friend.
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