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          CORAZON SANTOS • OUTSIDE FORT HOOD, TEXAS

        

      

    

    
      From a high point on the interstate overpass, Corazon Santos squinted through the ripples of heat coming off the concrete for her first glimpse of their destination. It wasn’t much to look at, just a blur of buildings in the distance.

      Fort Hood, Texas. Home for herself and the hundred thousand plus refugees who streamed out behind her in a two-kilometer-long accordion of people. She shot a quick glance over her shoulder. A sea of swaying, bobbing head coverings stretched as far as the eye could see.

      All following her. Just the thought of it made her stomach roil.

      The temperature indicator in the corner of her data glasses told her it was 110 degrees Fahrenheit—the measurement had shifted automatically to Fahrenheit when they crossed the border from Mexico—but under her own head covering she was cool and comfortable thanks to the chill collar she wore. Everyone in her migration had one, she’d made sure of that. The loose-fitting collar cooled the blood in her neck just enough to keep the rest of her body comfortable.

      “Is that it, Corazon?” asked Maria. Her acolyte’s slim body was lost in a huddle of loose-fitting robes.

      Cora studied the height of the morning sun. “We should be there by midafternoon. Let’s call a ten-minute rest period, Maria.” Only a few more hours until I meet the one on whom rests the fate of the Child.

      The girl hurried away to pass the word. It wasn’t easy to stop a group that large, but eventually the mob ground to a halt and spread out in the dust on either side of the interstate. Civilian aircars passed overhead, some of them swooping lower to catch a glimpse of Corazon Santos and the great Neo migration.

      The newsfeeds called her the leader of the migration movement, but the reality was nothing so grand as that. One day, after services at the local Temple of Cassandra in Panama, where she was living at the time, she started walking north. She was the medic at an orphanage, and she took a few of the young men and women with her, staff and children alike.

      She had no money, no transportation other than her own two feet, and no destination other than north.

      But she had conviction. In retellings, the story grew to say she’d had a vision from Cassandra that inspired her to start the migration, but that also was not true. The visions started later.

      Cora halted in place and sank to the ground. The heat from the concrete roadway radiated through her robes into her backside, soothing the aching muscles. For the last six months, she had walked at least thirty kilometers every day, hardening the flesh of her thighs, calves, and back into ridges of muscle.

      A three-year-old boy ran to her and threw himself into her lap. His smile was bright and his dark eyes danced. “I walked the whole time all by myself, Corazon,” he said.

      She tweaked his nose. “I saw you, Juanito. You are such a big boy now.”

      He responded by snuggling deeper into her layers of robes and dragging Cora’s arms around him. She was doing this to give the children a better life, she told herself. But the truth was harder than that. Corazon Santos’s life was not her own. She was in service to a higher cause.

      Visions compelled her. It was all she could do not to scoff at the absurd thought. She was a nurse, a mother, a sensible woman, not some magical mystic caught in the throes of religious fervor.

      And yet, she walked. She followed the signs north. To him who would lead her to the Child.

      “Excuse me, Corazon.” The two men who approached were twins, Chaco and Lito. Together they formed the head of her security team. She hoisted young Juan off her lap and took the proffered hand from Chaco to get to her feet. The identical twins were dark-skinned, with straight, coarse black hair and quick eyes. They were shorter than her by a head.

      “Has the spy moved?” she asked.

      Chaco was two minutes older than his brother and usually served as the designated spokesman for the pair. “Yes, Corazon.”

      The US military had placed a young man in the migration just before they crossed the border. He looked and spoke like a native, but he was clearly a military man and asked a lot of questions. Further digging had shown him to be a United States Marine and close to General Graves.

      “He disappeared about an hour ago,” Chaco continued.

      Cora blew out a breath of exasperation. She had yet to make up her mind how she should think about General Graves. He had put a spy in her ranks, but he was supposed to help her save the Child. Cassandra worked in mysterious ways, but that combination seemed a stretch even for Her.

      “So you think he left to report in to his superiors?” Cora tried to keep the impatience out of her voice. The twins were just doing their job.

      “Yes, Corazon,” Lito spoke, probably trying to emphasize to her how important the request was to them. His voice was lower than his brother’s and husky from lack of use. “We think it is wise to have security near you at all times now.”

      Cora chuckled. “There is no way you can make me safe, Lito. No matter how hard you try. If the Americans want me dead, I will be dead. I serve Cassandra. If it is Her will, then it is so. The spy will tell his superiors we are a peaceful migration of poor refugees.”

      The brothers exchanged glances. There was something they weren’t telling her.

      “Has the spy seen any weapons?” she asked. It was easy to hide a few dozen small arms amidst a hundred thousand people. Another look flashed between the brothers and Cora drew in a sharp breath. “The jamming device.”

      “It is a hunch only, Corazon,” Chaco said. “The spy was seen near the bus where we have the device. It may be a coincidence, but we are being cautious.”

      Cora cursed to herself. Weapons they could steal, but the jammer was irreplaceable. Without it, any attack would be a bloodbath—on her side. They’d searched the spy’s belongings on multiple occasions. If he had a scanner with him, it was tiny, and he would have to be close to the power block of the jammer to detect it. Still, if the jamming device had been discovered…

      “Maria,” she called out. The acolyte appeared at her side. “We’ll stop here for lunch. Bring up the buses.”

      A caravan of ancient, mismatched, gas-powered buses followed the migration. They carried the infirm, the very young, and the supplies needed to feed a hundred thousand mouths twice a day.

      “Yes, Corazon.” Maria raced off, already issuing orders.

      “We planned for this,” Cora snapped at the twins. “Disassemble the device and spread the pieces among the designated carriers. Bring the power block to me.”

      “As you wish, Corazon.” Lito held out his hand. On his opened palm sat a black cube about three centimeters to a side. When Cora picked it up, it was much heavier than it looked and slightly warm to the touch. The bottom side held an array of bright gold contacts.

      “How close does someone need to be to detect it?” she asked.

      “In this deactivated state, less than a meter,” Chaco said.

      Cora nodded. “I will keep it safe.”

      Chaco looked at his brother. “One of us will stay with⁠—”

      “I will keep it safe,” Cora repeated, more gently this time. “They will not search me.”

      Reluctantly, the twins walked away. She could hear the buses moving closer now, the roar of their diesel engines breaking through the white noise of a thousand conversations.

      The cube weighed heavily in her hand. She had refused air transport from the US–Mexico border all to conceal this tiny power source, the key to her entire plan to take over the army base. She looked at the smudge of a town on the wavering horizon, feeling the tension growing in her shoulders. There was a reckoning coming. She could feel it.

      If I am worthy, take me, Cassandra, she prayed. She had lost so much already. Her husband, her child, her free will. Some days she just wanted to lie down on the hot pavement and never get up.

      Even the visions, once so sharp and clear, had faded as she grew closer to her destination.

      Faith. The word rang clear in her head. She was the anchor for these people and the millions—billions—of Cassandra’s followers the world over. She had been chosen to show them a new path to the future. If she lost her faith, what about them?

      “Juan!” she called out.

      The little boy with the bright eyes was at her side in a flash. She knelt down to his level, taking one hand in hers while the other worked open the zipper of his yellow and red backpack and slipped the cube inside.

      “Yes, Corazon?” he said, his mouth parted like a puppy. He danced with energy, making her laugh.

      “How would you like to walk with me this afternoon?”

      “Yes, Corazon!” His sandaled feet did a patter of excitement on the pavement.

      Cora stood, still holding his hand. “You have to promise to stay right next to me for the rest of the day, especially when we get to the army base. Do you promise?”
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          WILLIAM GRAVES • FORT HOOD, TEXAS

        

      

    

    
      The drone feed gave General William Graves a bird’s-eye view of the incoming refugees. The uneven column stretched on for miles under the hot Texas sun. The people looked like ants from this distance, but the field of view showed the scope of the problem.

      Situation, Graves reminded himself. This was a situation, not necessarily a problem. Yet even in his own head he emphasized the qualifier necessarily.

      The dark shape surged and ebbed along I-35, moving north at a snail’s pace. They spanned both lanes of traffic, guardrail to guardrail, and spilled into the dusty median. An endless caravan of yellow school buses, pickup trucks, tractors pulling wagons, semitrailers, and all manner of private vehicles followed them at a snail’s pace, like camp followers in some ancient crusading army. Every day the refugees grew in number.

      “Crowd size estimate?” he said to the room of uniformed army personnel wearing regulation data glasses and manipulator gloves.

      “One hundred and six thousand, sir,” replied Captain Cho, a slight Korean woman whose frame was all but lost in her pressed fatigues. “Looks like they picked up a few more last night.”

      Picked up a few more was the story of this migration. The nucleus of the movement formed in the immediate aftermath of the destruction of the New Earth Order space station, nearly six months ago. Graves should know; he’d personally set the charges that destroyed the station’s fusion reactor. He turned to Sergeant Estes, another veteran of the Neo station destruction.

      “Any word from Ortega?” Graves asked.

      Estes, despite his Hispanic surname, had grown up in Iowa and didn’t speak a word of Spanish. His shorter partner, Ortega, had a mahogany complexion, a noble nose that dominated his profile, and spoke fluent Spanish, so he’d been assigned to infiltrate the Neo migration. The only special request Graves had made following the heroic raid on the Neo Temple of Cassandra space station was for the two US Marines to be transferred to his staff. The Joint Chiefs, anxious to keep the attack on the Neos quiet, had agreed. The pair of marines had made their separate peace with working in an all-Army environment.

      Estes shrugged. “He says they’re quiet, sir. No signs of hostile intent … just a shit-ton of them. He hears talk of weapons but hasn’t found any as of yet. Still, that many Neo fugees in one place, sir? Kinda gives me the willies, you know?”

      Graves’s face darkened. “That’ll be enough of that kind of talk, Sergeant. These people are not fugees, they’re not illegals, they’re not aliens—they’re guests of the United States government. Is that clear?” He raised his voice so the rest of the room could hear.

      Graves had his own reservations about President Teller’s new open-borders plan, but his job was to follow orders to the best of his ability—and stay out of Teller’s way. Since the Haven ships had departed Earth—without Graves telling the president the true nature of the Havens in advance—he and Teller had been incommunicado. Graves received his orders via the Joint Chiefs and he executed them, which was fine with him. He’d had enough of politics and side deals and secret plans to last a lifetime. If the Havens had been the last gasp of humanity, then so be it. He’d spend his last days helping people and meet his maker with a clear conscience.

      Graves turned his attention back to the main screen. “Where is she?” he asked. He didn’t need to say her name, they all knew who he was talking about.

      Captain Cho answered again. “They’re on the move again, sir. She’s right up front.” She stabbed at the air with her manipulator glove. “Putting her on-screen now.”

      Graves nodded as the image changed. Corazon Santos was a tall woman, draped in colorful robes, with a plain cloth drawn across her face to block the dust and dark sunglasses to protect her eyes. A little boy with a red and yellow backpack walked at her side, holding her hand.

      For all the vaunted intelligence capability of the United States, Graves knew surprisingly little about this woman. Somewhere between mid-thirties and mid-fifties, she was of possible Brazilian descent and a devoted follower of Cassandra and the New Earth Order. She had zero social media presence, and until Panama, had been completely unknown to the YourVoice community.

      And if his intel reports were to be believed, she had single-handedly brought together a Neo diaspora to march north from South America. His instincts rebelled at the idea of a new Neo leader. He had destroyed Cassandra’s seat of power, he and Estes and Ortega—and Remy Cade, he reminded himself. The station had gone up like a Roman candle … and now, back here on terra firma, was he witnessing the threat reborn?

      There was only one way to find out.

      “Tell me when they reach the camp. I’ll greet Ms. Santos in person,” he said.
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        * * *

      

      Graves decided to forgo the air transport down to the camp, settling instead for a solar-powered jeep driven by Sergeant Estes. The Texas afternoon sun beat down on his beret like a molten hammer. It had to be well over a hundred in the shade.

      By the time they reached the refugee tent city, the streets were clogged with people. Estes laid on the horn and inched the vehicle forward. Graves put a hand on his arm.

      “I’ll go the last bit on foot, Sergeant,” he said. Estes’s face was pinched with worry. Graves knew the young man considered Graves’s security his responsibility. “It’ll be fine,” he assured Estes.

      Graves queried Captain Cho back at HQ for the exact location of Corazon Santos.

      “She’s at the center of the camp, sir,” Cho replied. She dropped a pin at the coordinates. “Looks like they’re setting up a building of some kind … a church, I think.”

      Great, Graves thought. We’re starting right off with the religious mumbo-jumbo. He stepped out of the jeep, dust puffing out from under his boots. A walk would do him good. He needed to get the lay of the land before confronting the Neo leader.

      “Excuse us,” Estes barked at a wall of backs in front of them. The people parted, dark eyes peeking out from under head coverings, brown hands pulling children out of the way. There were a lot of children, Graves noted. At least a third of the refugees he passed looked under the age of twelve.

      He trudged behind Estes, nodding and smiling, meeting glares with what he hoped was a friendly demeanor. The sheer number of people was overwhelming, and he worried about their ability to keep them supplied with basic necessities indefinitely. To him, Teller’s solution of opening the borders felt like a temporary political move, although to what end, he had no idea.

      Graves tamped down his frustration. He was done with all that. His job was to keep these people alive and healthy. That was it.

      The temporary structure described by Cho turned out to be an elaborate tent, like something out of an old movie about desert-dwelling Bedouins. Emblazoned on the side of the dwelling was the sign of Cassandra. The enigmatic woman, her face half hidden by the Earth, seemed to glare at him.

      You, she seemed to say. You destroyed my temple. How dare you approach me?

      “That’s inviting, General,” Estes muttered.

      “Steady, Marine, we’re about to enter the lion’s den,” Graves replied. Two young men swaddled in robes and head scarves nodded at Graves and pulled aside the tent flap. They motioned for Estes to remain outside.

      “It’s okay,” Graves said.

      The tent was large enough that he could walk through the flap without bowing his head. The interior was dark and surprisingly cool. He found himself in a spacious anteroom, complete with comfortable chairs and throw pillows. At the far end of the room was another doorway, this one guarded by a single young woman. She was dressed in a paramilitary uniform with a beret and the symbol of Cassandra on her shoulder. She eyed him as he approached. Although he saw no weapons, Graves suspected this woman knew how to handle herself in a fight.

      “I’m here to see Corazon Santos,” he said.

      “The Corazon will see you when she is ready, General,” came the surly reply.

      The Corazon, Graves noted. Maybe that was not her given name? A useful piece of intel.

      A muffled call from behind the curtains interrupted his intelligence gathering. The young woman parted the doorway material and a short conversation in rapid-fire Spanish followed. He cursed not putting on his data glasses before he’d entered. He could have used the translator function.

      The young woman held the curtain open for him. He imagined her hissing at him as he brushed past her.

      The interior room was spacious and simple. A rough altar faced the door, with a golden image of the New Earth Order gleaming in the soft light. The room was bare of any furniture, but thick rugs covered the floor and a pile of pillows was stacked in the corner.

      A woman knelt in front of the altar, her back straight, head bowed. When Graves cleared his throat, she stood to acknowledge him. For a woman who had just walked 4,500 kilometers from Panama to Fort Hood, she moved with surprising ease and grace. She held out her hand. “I am Corazon Santos. Thank you for meeting me, General Graves.”

      Her voice was soft and musical, but with an unmistakable timbre of command. Graves was unable to distinguish if her accent was Spanish or Portuguese, but it had an exotic quality to him.

      Corazon Santos was nearly as tall as Graves, with flowing silver hair and skin with the color and luminosity of beaten copper. She was lanky, with broad shoulders and angular features that softened when she smiled as she was doing now. He guessed her age to be about the same as his own fifty years.

      “Welcome,” Grave said, “on behalf of the United States government.”

      “Her blessings be upon you, General. She forgives you for what you have done. She knows it was necessary.”

      Graves froze. Although the destruction of the Neo space station had been visible from the planet, the UN had adopted a cover story of an industrial accident that the media had bought.

      Maybe not.

      His face tightened in a smile and he said nothing.

      “You are surprised I am not angry?” Corazon said.

      “I’m surprised about a lot of things, Ms. Santos.”

      “Call me Cora, please.”

      “So Corazon is your real name?” Graves pressed.

      “It’s the name I’ve taken—is there a difference?” She winked at him. In spite of himself, Graves liked her.

      “We don’t know much about you,” Graves said.

      She walked to the pile of pillows and selected two of the larger ones, dragging them back to the center of the room. “I am merely a servant, a handmaiden to Cassandra.” She studied Graves’s face, her gaze suddenly intent. “You know about the baby?”

      “Yes, of course.” He knew Elise Kisaan was pregnant and under the protection of Anthony Taulke’s council, but how that tied back to the Neos was anyone’s—and everyone’s—guess. Since the announcement of Kisaan’s pregnancy more than half a year ago, more digital time had been spent on the nature of the pregnancy than on any other topic he could remember. The second coming of Cassandra, the beginning of the end, the end of the beginning, every angle had been examined in the minutest detail.

      “She came to me in a vision, you know,” Cora continued, her demeanor serious. Her gaze strayed to the altar and the golden image. “The original Cassandra was a construct.”

      A construct? According to his intel reports, the original Cassandra wasn’t a person at all. She was an AI, a program developed to control the minds of her followers through tattooed implants. Graves should know—he was the one who had killed the bitch.

      But a pregnant Elise Kisaan had escaped. Graves’s thoughts flashed to the final image of Remy Cade’s last stand in the reactor room of the Neo space station. He’d given his life to free his beloved Elise.

      “So I’ve been informed,” Graves said finally.

      “The child is Cassandra made flesh. She will live again.”

      Graves decided he’d had enough religious doublespeak for one sitting. He started to rise. “It was a pleasure meeting you, Cora, and my troops will do everything we can to make your stay with us comfortable⁠—”

      “You were in my vision.”

      Grave sat back down. “Pardon?”

      Cora reached across the distance between them and took Graves’s hand. Her fingers were long and thin, thick with calluses, but gentle.

      “I came here to find you, General.”

      Graves snorted. “You and a hundred thousand of your closest friends, you mean.”

      Her fingers tightened. “The moment is coming when you will choose, William. You will choose to help me, to protect me and all that I believe in.”

      Graves’s throat went dry and he jerked his hand back. He struggled to his feet. “I assure you, Ms. Santos, my allegiance is to the United States government and no other institution.”

      Cora kept her seat, her legs curled up under her haunches, her teeth white in the shadow of her face. Her dark eyes locked with his.

      “Her will be done.”
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          ANTHONY TAULKE • MARS STATION

        

      

    

    
      If he ever remodeled the council chamber on Mars Station, he would make sure that seating for the chairman—his chair—was elevated above the others so as to give him a slight psychological advantage over visitors to the council—and the other council members too.

      First among peers. That’s how it should be.

      He glared down the long table at the United Nations ambassador, a portly Spanish man with a pencil-thin mustache and an annoying habit of rolling his r’s unnecessarily. “What do you mean declaration of independence?” Anthony demanded.

      Over the course of the last few minutes, the ambassador’s initial haughty demeanor had evaporated, leaving only a sweaty man in an ill-fitting black suit. “LUNa City has put forth a declaration of independence. They claim they deserve status as a separate nation in Earth’s government, not as a UN-run colony.” The r in the word run trilled, grating on Anthony’s nerves.

      “And this has what to do with the He-3 shipments I need for my freighters?” Anthony said.

      “They claim the He-3 is theirs to sell on the open market. They see it as a bargaining chip.” He offered a weak smile.

      Tony Taulke, seated at Anthony’s right hand, sat up from his normal insolent slouch. “Let me handle this, Pop. I think we need to inject some reality into this situation.” He grinned as he said it, as if they shared some secret joke about the term reality.

      Anthony pursed his lips in thought. Decades of corporate maneuvering told him the LUNa City He-3 embargo was only a symptom of a much larger problem. He needed that fuel for his fusion reactors and everyone knew it. Someone was targeting his interests, someone who wanted him to fail. The same someone he suspected was behind the New Earth Order.

      Possibly someone in this very room, on this very council.

      He scanned the faces, looking for a clue.

      Viktor Erkennen, the scion of the R&D giant Erkennen Labs and his oldest friend in the world. Viktor was too busy playing with his latest gadget to care about corporate politics. Elise Kisaan, swollen with pregnancy. Her past connection with the Neos made her the obvious choice, but Anthony had her under constant surveillance. Besides, with her due date drawing near, why start this fight now?

      Xi Qinlao and her niece Ming, the two halves of the Qinlao family. Xi had her own Earthside issues to deal with—that was next on the agenda, in fact—and Anthony doubted she had the juice to pull off this kind of maneuver.

      Ming. His eyes stopped on the young woman slumped in her maglev chair and sought out her vacant gaze. She stared back dully. In many ways, Ming had been responsible for forming the current council structure by bringing in Elise Kisaan as a prisoner, but at great cost to her own health. The radiation poisoning she’d endured in capturing Elise had left permanent damage to her body. In the intervening months, her hair had grown back in patches and the skin grafts on the right side of her face had slowly merged with her real flesh to make her look presentable. But she was a far cry from the beautiful, vibrant young woman he’d once thought of as a surrogate daughter. These days she mostly whirred around the halls of Mars Station in her maglev chair, slumped to one side and staring straight ahead in complete lack of interest.

      His heart went out to her. He owed her much and she owed him her seat on this council.

      The traitor certainly was not Ming.

      And that left Adriana Rabh, the matron of interstellar finance and another longtime business associate of Anthony’s. Her dark eyes regarded him coolly as her red-tipped fingernails rapped a light tattoo on the tabletop.

      Yes, Anthony thought, if anyone in the room—besides Anthony himself—could pull off this kind of political maneuver, it would be Adriana. A punch required a counterpunch.

      “Adriana,” he said. “I think we have a problem that only you can fix.”

      Her carefully sculpted eyebrows hitched. “How so?”

      “We have an opening for ambassador to Earth.”

      The Spanish man heaved a sigh of indignation. “Mr. Taulke,” he began.

      “You’re fired,” Anthony said. “It’s time the council protected our own interests with the UN and stopped this silly game you are playing with my plans.”

      “Might I remind you, sir, that I am a duly elected representative of the United Nations⁠—”

      “I accept,” Adriana said, her cool voice cutting through the ambassador’s bluster. “Might I suggest we delay any sort of public announcement until I have made the trip back to Earth? The former ambassador can make the trip with me.”

      The motion received unanimous approval, and Anthony pulsed a quick message to station security to put the former ambassador in a secure room with no access to communications.

      “I think that will do nicely,” he said to the room at large as the protesting Spaniard was escorted out of the chamber. Strangely, he no longer seemed to be rolling his r’s.

      Anthony waited until the door had closed and his retinal display told him the room was secure again before he energized the holographic display in the center of the council. The solar system in miniature sprang up from the center of the table.

      The first MOAB units, mining operations in a box, were just reaching the Kuiper Belt and had targeted their initial asteroids for samples. Another exploratory mission was operating on Titan. The Callisto colonization team was in training and designs for the orbital ring to be installed over the Jovian moon’s colony were almost complete. Here on Mars the three domes were complete and manufacturing lines up and running, but they lacked enough skilled engineers to run all the lines for all shifts.

      Their expansion plans were well underway, but to Anthony’s mind, the holographic image showed the weakness of the council’s strategy: their very long supply lines.

      Without food, fuel, and skilled labor from Earth, all his grand plans for the outer planet projects would wither on the vine. First the LUNa City He-3 supply issue starved his growing fleet of spacecraft, then the typical foot-dragging by the UN on personnel quotas for his Mars Station.

      And that line of reasoning brought him to his least favorite topic: the weather back on Earth.

      The loss of control of his Lazarus weather nanites still stung. He turned to Elise Kisaan, his gaze automatically falling to the cryptokey bracelet she wore. She was the failsafe, a living firewall against Anthony Taulke taking action on his own creation.

      Separate Elise from the key and the weather on Earth would spin out of control. He could have challenged her when she’d come to him as an offering from the mysterious Cassandra, but he’d chosen to follow the oldest of business rules: keep your friends close and your enemies closer.

      He invited Elise to join the council—and the decision to cede a modicum of power to this fanatical religious zealot had haunted him ever since.

      She carried a child of which he knew nothing. He’d heard the rumors, of course. The Neos claimed the child was the second coming of Cassandra, a messiah figure. If the first Cassandra had been destroyed in the space station explosion, she had made plans for her return—so the reasoning went. Elise was Her vessel, the YourVoice commentators said, always emphasizing the holy She.

      Cassandra was not dead, the Neos claimed, the baby was Her will made flesh.

      Anthony eyed Elise. The pregnancy had not been easy for Elise Kisaan. Her tall, lithe frame was hunched and swollen with the child, and her face was haggard. Her light brown skin formed into dark bags under her eyes and her cheekbones poked painfully from her drawn face. Straight black hair showed streaks of gray and hung listlessly over her shoulder.

      “Our weather patterns are holding?” he asked finally.

      Elise nodded. “Her will be done. The expected migration is already beginning.”

      Anthony stopped the smirk that threatened to crease his face at the use of the religious phrase. These Neo fanatics were a joke—a joke that had managed to outwit him so far, he reminded himself sternly.

      “And when will She deign to enlighten us as to the long-term plan?” he asked in as neutral a tone as he could manage.

      Elise’s enigmatic smile infuriated him. “All will be revealed in time,” she said.

      The expected answer, but galling nonetheless. He and Viktor had generated a model based on the initial weather changes already. Their best guess was that Cassandra had put in a program to organize the planet Earth into zones by latitude, but the true nature of the reshaping of Earth still escaped them.

      In the end, it didn’t matter. He was planning his own takeover of the weather well before Cassandra’s long-term plans went into effect. But to do that, he needed the assistance of Qinlao Manufacturing.

      He zoomed in on the holographic display to show Earth. A regularly-spaced pattern of red dots surrounded the planet. “That brings us to our next agenda item. Xi, please update us on the communications satellite network.”

      It was much, much more than just a new comms network. Anthony had secretly contracted with Xi to produce a next generation of weather-altering nanites and the satellites to deploy and control them. Rather than broad weather patterns, he would be able to make it rain on a single city block with pinpoint accuracy. The United Nations would finally see the real benefit of working with a genius like Anthony Taulke. With his new technology, he would finally bring home his long-sought promise of true climate control for the benefit of humanity. He would be the savior the Earth had needed for so long.

      And Elise Kisaan and her blasted Neos would be cut out of the picture—for good.

      Xi Qinlao’s holographic image shifted in her chair. Her voice projected over the speakers. “I’m sorry to say, we are behind schedule due to some unexpected manufacturing delays.”

      “Delays?” Anthony let his frustration show. “What sort of delays?”

      “There was a fire in one of our manufacturing facilities. The entire structure was destroyed.”

      Tony leaned over to his father. “Pop, shift the manufacturing up here. No matter what it is, we can manage⁠—”

      “No,” Anthony cut his son off. No one else on the council besides Xi and Viktor knew of the true nature of the project Qinlao was handling for him and they needed to keep it that way. He couldn’t risk Elise and her Neos finding out. Or Adriana and Tony, for that matter.

      “What will it take to get back on schedule?” he asked Xi.

      The woman’s elegant face wrinkled in a scowl. “There is no more ‘on schedule,’ Anthony. That was my premier manufacturing facility and it is gone. The backup site needs a complete upgrade. That’s a month of work, at the least.”

      Anthony took a deep breath to calm his nerves. He didn’t have that kind of time. Viktor met his gaze and gave a little shrug of his heavy shoulders.

      “Very well,” he said, growling to show it was anything but. “Let me know the revised schedule as soon as you have it. I think that concludes our meeting⁠—”

      “I have another issue,” Xi said. Her face in the holographic image sharpened, and there was a slight mismatch in the synchronization between her lips moving and her voice that Anthony found irritating.

      “I move that we remove Ming Qinlao from this council,” Xi said.

      “I second the motion,” Elise said immediately.

      Anthony sat dumbfounded. In her current condition, Ming was unable to add much to the proceedings, but she was a reliable vote for Anthony when he needed it. And she was under his protection. They all knew that. “On what grounds?” he asked finally.

      “She has no real role here,” Xi continued. “My dear niece needs to recuperate properly from her ordeal. She needs rest.”

      “I am the rightful CEO of Qinlao Manufacturing, Auntie.” Ming’s quavering voice did not help her case.

      “Then you should come back to your home and claim your office.” Xi’s challenge held an edge of contempt. “Or are you afraid of that vote, too?”

      “I am not afraid of you,” Ming said, but to Anthony her tone suggested otherwise.

      “I demand a vote,” Xi replied, her words directed at Anthony.

      Anthony did a quick vote count. Xi and Elise wanted Ming gone. It was settling a score for both of them, plain and simple. He could rely on Viktor to side with him and Adriana and Tony would follow his lead.

      “Very well, Xi,” Anthony said. “I call a vote for the motion to remove Ming Qinlao from the council.” He accessed his retinal display.

      “I demand a voice vote,” Ming said. When she looked at Anthony, her eyes were glassy with unshed tears. His heart went out to her again. Her injuries were his fault. He was the one who sent her on the mission with Viktor’s tech that had so damaged her body. “It is my right,” she added.

      Anthony swallowed the lump in his throat. “A voice vote then. I vote against the motion.”

      Xi and Elise voted for it.

      “Against,” Viktor said. He crossed his pudgy arms for emphasis.

      “For,” Adriana said. Anthony’s head snapped in her direction. Never before had she voted against him. He tried to read her face and gave up.

      “That makes the vote two in favor and two against,” Anthony said. He turned to his son. “Tony, you have the honor of casting the tie-breaking vote.”

      Tony’s normal nonchalance was missing as he sat up straight in his chair. His gaze cut from his father to Ming, who stared at him without expression. Anthony could see his son gripping his thigh muscle.

      Tony looked out the window at the Mars landscape. “For,” he said.

      Anthony gaped at him. His son knew what Ming meant to his father. He knew Anthony had personally promised Ming’s seat on the council to protect the young woman from her relentless Aunt Xi.

      And his son had voted against him.

      A hundred reasons sprang to mind—none of them flattering to Tony—but one stood out to Anthony: jealousy. His son was jealous of Ming Qinlao.

      Anthony cleared his throat and addressed the council. “By a vote of three to two, the motion is carried. Ming Qinlao’s seat on the council has been suspended. I would like to say how much…”

      His voice trailed off as Ming reversed her maglev chair away from the table and headed for the door.
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      Ming heard the door of the council chamber boom closed behind her before she allowed herself an inner smile.

      Well played, Ming! said the voice inside her. She had taken to calling the voice Echo.

      Ming nodded in acknowledgment. There was a time when the voice had seemed foreign, a personality apart from her, but those days were gone. Technically, the voice was a remnant of MoSCOW, one of Viktor’s inventions, but Ming had long ceased to think of the voice as something distinct from herself. The voice was as much a part of her as her arm, and every bit as important. She made no decisions now without consulting her inner voice. It was always there, waiting, helping, supporting her when no one else cared.

      Tony Taulke had played his part well, a born actor. The indecision on his face just before the vote had probably torn Anthony’s conscience to shreds. Good, she needed the old man vulnerable for the next step in her plan.

      She thought of the rest of the council and their transparent faces. Echo had long ago taught her the art of reading expressions. The furrow of a brow, the tightening of a lip, the flutter of a jaw muscle were all signs she could read like an open tablet. Auntie Xi’s motives were obvious enough. Elise Kisaan hated her for separating her from her beloved Cassandra. Viktor still felt guilty for ruining her health and Adriana had seen an opportunity to gain more power within the council.

      But what they all had in common was how they underestimated Ming Qinlao. They would come to regret their mistake. Every one of them in their own special way.

      She reached her quarters and swept her maglev chair through the doorway. When she heard the door close behind her, Ming stopped the chair and let it settle to the floor. She probed the carpet with her toe, then set her right foot firmly on the floor. The left foot followed and she hoisted herself upright. She took a series of tottering steps to the wall, then turned to settle her back against the cool plastic.

      Her legs shook with the effort, but she locked her knees and gazed out the window at the Martian sunset. Dusky red, fading to indigo, crept across the rocky landscape. The dying light etched the shape of a distant mountain range in the night sky.

      Like a toddler finding her balance, Ming staggered back to the chair and collapsed into the soft cushions. She grinned in triumph through the sweat. She would miss this place. In a way, Ming Qinlao had been reborn here.

      The old Ming, the Ming before she met Anthony Taulke, had been a serious woman who played by the rules and expected the best person to win. Sying, her stepmother and lover, had taught her to think bigger, take calculated risks, see the entire battlefield of business. To think like a queen. Sying taught her that the world of business was not a competition of commerce, it was a battle of wits and skill that was fought behind the scenes. Alliances, marriage pacts, disinformation—these were all skills of a queen.

      Ming had taken Sying’s guidance to heart. She had learned and loved—and lost.

      Discovering the murder of her father had been the real turning point for her, the crystallization of her mission. Like these unsteady steps, she had embarked on a journey of revenge and redemption. She would take back control of Qinlao Manufacturing because it was rightfully hers. Nothing would stand in her way.

      She had faced adversity, to be sure. The supercomputer MoSCOW nearly finished her. The prolonged integration left her broken in body and shattered in mind.

      And then something remarkable happened: Ming Qinlao put the pieces back together. Shard by shard, she refashioned her mind with the help of Echo, rebuilding her sense of self in the process. Her body … that took longer. Viktor Erkennen had given her a strict physical therapy regimen, which she followed, but that was not enough. To fulfill her mission, Ming needed to return to her roots. Ming needed to return home.

      Her breathing had calmed again and she wriggled to an upright position in her chair. The gravity of Earth in her condition would be bone-crushing, but there was no way around it. The pain would be worth it in the end.

      She met her reflection in the dark glass without flinching. She was ugly, her skin a mismatched mess of shifting shades of color, her hair—once long and silky—a patchy, ragged mat that barely hid her scalp.

      Time enough for a complete makeover later. For now, the “poor, damaged girl” image fit her needs. Let them pity her. Let them underestimate her. Let them push her aside. Her day was coming.

      She blinked her retinal display on and sent a pulsed message to Lander. “Get the ship ready.”
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      Sunrise on Mars was a gradual event. The light of the distant sun reflected in the dusty atmosphere, creating a hazy light long before the tiny disk of Sol appeared. Even after many months on Mars, Ming had never quite gotten used to seeing the sun that small.

      She paused in the hallway outside Anthony’s office to compose herself. For months she had played the weakling, the damsel in distress. In her final hours on Mars, there was no need to break that image for Anthony.

      She needn’t have worried. Anthony Taulke was as distraught over her ousting from the council as if he’d been attacked personally. Echo confirmed the emotions were genuine. Echo’s affirmations were second nature now, involuntary responses to any interaction.

      “We can fight this, Ming,” he said in a heated tone. “I can bring Adriana and Tony around—I’m not sure what got into them. They’ve always supported me before.”

      You’re going to start seeing a lot more of that kind of behavior, old man.

      Ming whirred her way across the close-cropped carpet of Anthony’s spacious office. The floor-to-ceiling windows revealed a stunning view of the Mars landscape, lightening now, but with a sweep of stars still looming overhead. She pretended to study the scene, letting her head droop like it did when she was tired.

      Anthony stood beside her, his hand resting comfortably on her thin shoulder. She wanted to pull away in disgust, but Ming allowed the intrusion. It was all part of the show for the next few hours.

      “It’s time for me to go home, Anthony,” she said in a soft voice.

      “Home?” He seemed startled by the word. “I promised to protect you, Ming. This is your home.”

      “No.” Ming shook her head gently and swung her chair so it dislodged his hand. “My real home. China. Shanghai.”

      Anthony’s face clouded and Echo confirmed the conflict in his features. He’s worried about his “secret” project with Xi. The transparency of his machinations made Ming want to laugh in his face.

      “But, your aunt…” he said. “Is it safe?”

      Ming waved a limp hand. “Do I look like a threat to you?” She studied his reaction in the window.

      “That’s not what I mean. Xi is a vindictive woman … are you sure it’s safe?” Echo registered more warring emotions as the older man sought to phrase the real issue.

      “It’s time, Anthony,” she said in as firm a voice as she dared. “I hoped you would see that. I can’t live under your care forever.”

      “And what about the company? Do you intend to make trouble for your aunt? You are technically a CEO in exile, after all.”

      Ah, there it was: the real issue had finally surfaced. A flash of anger threatened to blow Ming’s persona as a fragile weakling.

      “I hadn’t thought of it like that,” she said. “Does that worry you?”

      Anthony backtracked hastily. “Of course not. We’ve always been in lockstep in how we see the world, Ming. It’s just that there are some dynamics that you might not be aware of…”

      “You mean your plan to release new nanites into the atmosphere? To take over weather control from the Neos?”

      The older man froze. If she hadn’t been playing a part, Ming might have laughed out loud at his expression.

      “You know about that?”

      “Of course, Anthony. I’ve known for months.”

      “Who told you? It was Viktor, wasn’t it?”

      “No, Viktor has been the soul of discretion. I figured it out all on my own.”

      He looked at her now, really looked at her, as if he might have underestimated her after all. Ming felt a sudden stab of apprehension that she’d gone too far, but Echo’s voice assured her.

      Respect. Surprise.

      Ming relaxed. “It’s what I would have done, Anthony. Elise is a wild card on the council. She serves a purpose in the short term, but her agenda is unclear. You need to reduce her power if you want to stay in control. She’s a threat.”

      Another knowing nod. “Agreed. I will miss you, Ming.”

      “Yes, you will.”

      He laughed, a genuine expression of delight according to Echo. Then he turned serious again. “If your aunt should fail me, can I rely on you to do the right thing?”

      Ming felt the laugh bubble out of her. “Of that you can be sure, Anthony. I will always do the right thing.” For me.

      She left Anthony’s office feeling as if she were floating on a cloud. Echo cautioned emotional restraint, but Ming chafed at the advice. She’d planned this day for months, it was impossible not to feel a growing sense of satisfaction.

      But Ming had one more stop before she was free of Mars.

      The door to Viktor’s lab was open when she arrived. As always, the room showed the Russian’s eclectic creative process. A painting by an old master hung next to a wallscreen displaying the schematics of a new weapon, which was next to a bench filled with the innards of a disassembled surveillance drone.

      “Viktor?” she called.

      “Back here,” came the muffled response from the rear of the lab.

      Ming whizzed past the scattered lab tables. Viktor liked to leave projects in plain sight so he could work on them whenever inspiration struck him. It led to a very crowded and chaotic work space, but the man did produce some of the most innovative designs in the known universe—easier to do when money was not an object.

      He raised a pair of VR goggles from his eyes when she rode up, pinning billows of flyaway gray hair in place. His face lit up when he saw her. Ming’s smile in return was genuine. Of all the council members, Viktor was her favorite—and the only one who had never lied to her.

      The old man’s eyes brimmed with tears. “This is it, then?” His native Russian accent always thickened under stress and she could hear it plainly now.

      Ming nodded a reply. She was feeling oddly nostalgic herself.

      Viktor shifted his feet and thrust his hands in the pockets of his lab coat. “I will miss you, Ming.” His expression brightened. “I have a gift for you.” He hustled past her to a lab bench and scooped up a flat box with a red bow. “For you. Maybe it will make your transition to Earth’s gravity a little easier.”

      Ming hefted the box. It was about the size of a dress box, but heavy. “Can I open it?”

      Viktor feigned indifference, but Ming could see he was anxious for her to see the gift. She tugged the bow apart and lifted the lid from the box.

      She froze for an instant. Inside was a MoSCOW suit, the same type of suit she had worn during the attack on the Neo space station. Did Viktor know her secret? That a piece of the MoSCOW supercomputer lived in her brain still? Slowly, she met his gaze, searching for an answer to the unasked question. Echo reported only affection, with not even a whiff of deception.

      “I wondered if the same type of suit could interact with your implant and provide you with some better mobility than …” His voice trailed off as he gestured at the maglev chair.

      “I love it,” Ming said.

      It was not the same one, she could see that now. This garment was a newer version, lighter, with a more finished appearance. It also had a hood. She held up the ebony suit and noticed how it changed in the light. “You got the camouflage feature working,” she said with approval.

      Viktor dipped his chin. “Da. I know you will have no use for it, but you never know.”

      Ming clasped the suit to her chest. “I love it,” she said again. “Thank you so much, Viktor. You are a true friend.”

      The old man bent over her chair and bussed her cheek with a goodbye kiss. His whiskers scratched at the grafted skin on her cheek. “Take care of yourself, Ming. And I am sorry for all that has happened to you.”

      In spite of herself, Ming felt tears spring to her eyes. Echo rebelled at the sudden rush of emotion, chastising her lack of control. She didn’t care. Ming kissed the old man back and then swung her chair toward the door, the open box still in her lap.

      Lander was waiting for her at the docks, pacing the tarmac outside a space yacht, a gift from Anthony. They would be heading back home in style on this trip. His sharp gaze took in the MoSCOW suit on her lap and his expression darkened. “Is that what I think it is?” he asked.

      Lander had been there when Ming linked with the MoSCOW system last time and done untold damage to her body. The sight of the suit clearly made him uncomfortable. Ming hurriedly replaced the lid and tucked the container next her hip.

      “It’s no concern of yours, Lander,” she said sharply. “You’re just the driver for this trip.”

      He offered a mock salute. “Yes, ma’am.” His tone was cheeky but his radar was up. Ming cursed to herself. Her emotional goodbye with Viktor had made her sloppy. That was unacceptable.

      “I’m sorry, Lander,” she said. “It’s just a bit harder to leave than I expected.”

      His eyes weighed her words. Echo reported he didn’t quite believe her.

      Ming drove her maglev chair past him and up the ramp of the yacht. The interior was tastefully appointed, but with a few too many Taulke company logos for her liking. The ship had staterooms for four passengers and berths for three crew, but for this trip it was just her and Lander.

      She locked her chair in place next to the viewing window and waited while Lander ran his preflight checks and got clearance to depart. The clamshell doors of the launch bay opened to show the red-orange landscape and the stars beyond the horizon.
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