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Part I: Contact

	 


Chapter 1: Bishop

	 

	18 Months after All-Clear

	 

	 

	 

	 

	I look into the mirror over the sink, but the face staring back at me is not my own. Maybe it was, once. Now I can't be sure. The eyes are wrong: dead in their red-rimmed sockets. Yet somewhere down deep, shoved under and held there by forces beyond my control, a heart still pumps. Fresh blood circulates. Lungs manage to squeeze oxygen out of the air. 

	So I'm alive. For what it's worth.

	I close my eyes and pinch the bridge of my nose, inhaling, exhaling. Focusing on the moment. I allow my gaze to return to the mirror, drawn like a cold hand to flame. Somewhere, beneath the surface, I glimpse a ghost of the man I was: James Bishop. Husband. Father. Soldier. It's enough to press on with—that scrap of myself. 

	They haven't destroyed me completely. 

	Not yet.

	I pull on the heavy-duty hazard suit over my combat armor and zip up the interior lining. Attendants seal the orange outer layer to lock me inside. Good thing I'm not claustrophobic, or I would be hyperventilating right now. O2 is circulating well enough via interior cooling vents. The oxygen supply smells okay, tastes all right, and will last six to twelve hours, depending on my exertion level. I don't plan on overdoing it. And I don't intend to take that long.

	Get in, get out. Do the job. Do what they expect. Nothing more.

	"Test, test," a voice comes through internal comms, loud and clear, as my head is encased within a triple-polymer helmet. "Sergeant Bishop, do you copy?"

	I stare at the scrawny scientist in a white lab jacket—pencil neck, golf ball eyes. Copy? The geek seems to enjoy playing military. 

	"Yeah." I nod.

	The scientist smiles with gums more prominent than teeth, his head bobbing in a quick series of jerks. "Your entire team will be wearing these next-gen environmental suits, Sergeant. They will provide complete protection against whatever viable contaminants you come across over there. Even if a toxin manages to penetrate the outer layer, you'll have enough time to radio the chopper and get out before your primary protective lining is compromised."

	Comforting. And what makes it even better? These government geniuses don't have a clue what I'm going to find over there. They just know it's so messed up that nobody has dared come close to that continent for the past decade. A quarantine zone, blockaded by a fleet of well-armed battleships like the one where I find myself at the moment. 

	Nobody in or out. Until now.

	I've won the lottery. Not the kind they had way back before D-Day, when the biggest news on the Link was the rising cost of fuel and the building fervor over climate change. Back then, lottery tickets were sold by the kilo to folks hoping to trade in their hard-earned credit for a big piece of the pie. Millions of dollars—billions, eventually, as inflation rose. Winning the lottery held a rare distinction in those days.

	Maybe it still does, even without the monetary reward. Now when your name is picked by the military powers that be, you go wherever the United World government sends you. And in the case of Sergeant James Bishop, I sure have drawn the short straw. 

	But I won't be alone. A few others share my unlucky distinction. A team of real winners. They might have gladly let me carry the banner alone if they could, but they'll follow orders like good little soldiers. 

	We all will. Or face the consequences.

	Rumors about the forbidden continent are ubiquitous. You'd have to be a total zombie not to hear the myths and legends. Some say what remains of the North American Sectors are haunted, that the ghosts of those souls nuked on D-Day still roam the earth, physically possessing anyone stupid enough to set foot on that godforsaken continent. Others take a less supernatural slant; they say there is still something in the topsoil, some kind of fast-acting mutagen that can turn you into a monster of freakish proportions. Supposedly, this mutagen has evolved as a result of nuclear radiation interacting with the rebels' toxic bioweapons released at the start of the war, and the residue somehow managed to remain viable over the decades that followed. 

	Locked in the dust. Contagious and lethal. Just waiting to infect somebody.

	They sure knew how to kill people in those days. 

	How else can you explain it? some say. What happened to those teams we sent over there two years ago? Why'd they never return?

	I don't try to explain it. There's no point. Besides, I have other things on my mind, more important things. Like my wife and kids, held for safekeeping in the bowels of a UW prison. As long as I play ball, my superiors will allow me to see them when this mission is over. Maybe even go home together. One big happy Eurasian family again, living out our days in one of the outlying self-sustained biospheres.

	"Hey, Captain!" Granger the engineer—barely 150 centimeters tall but with enough muscle mass to make up for some of his missing stature—calls from across the sterile medical bay. 

	Captain? Not a bad promotion.

	"How're we gonna move around in these things?" Granger swings his arms upward in the hazard suit, and the Kevlar-plated sleeves hardly shift.

	I shrug and face the geek currently in charge.

	"Right. Mobility." The scientist swallows, and his Adam's apple looks as large as one of his eyeballs, lodged in his throat. "It will require an increased amount of effort to maneuver in these suits, due to the added weight of the protective layers, but as with anything, you'll get the hang of it. Eventually."

	His words are nothing if not inspiring.

	"Put all those rippling muscles to work, Granger." I heave my arms upward despite the resistance. It feels like gravity in the bay has increased by fifty percent. "I'm sure you'll fare better than the rest of us."

	Granger curses. Like me, he was picked for this mission because of his track record. One successful campaign after the next, always returning with a full crew, always with mission objectives met, recorded, and filed for the superiors to read while they're on the pot. As far as I can tell, my team members have one thing in common, despite their diversity: they're career military, serving the UW out of a sense of duty to the common good, an honor that runs deep despite the current regime's fascist tendencies. The team was handpicked for a singular purpose, one they'll be briefed on in detail while en route. 

	They don't have to like each other to get the job done. They're professionals.

	"The Wastes are a level playing field." Sinclair the science officer, a woman who looks to be twice Granger's height and half his weight, strides into the medical bay in her bulky suit. Swiveling at the waist to give me a cursory glance, she returns her attention to our miniature engineer. "None of us will have an edge."

	I force my arm upward and tap my helmet with a thick gloved finger. "We'll be breathing. That's all the edge we'll need."

	She blinks at me, but that's about it as far as a response. She strikes me as one of those cold, intellectual types with a staggering IQ and a never-veiled disdain for the rest of the world's Neanderthals. I skimmed her datafile. As with Granger, there was nothing but a detailed log of successful missions, along with an extensive list of accolades I was quick to categorize as scientific mumbo-jumbo.

	The other two members of the team show up eventually, staggering beneath the weight of their suits. The bug-eyed scientist responsible for our prep-talk welcomes them with a wide grin and wobbles his head like some kind of large, extinct bird. 

	"Great, looks like we're all here now." He stares at us and grins, touching the tips of his long fingers together. The silence drags on longer than necessary. "Right. So, any last-minute questions before we go topside?"

	"Yeah," grunts one of the latecomers—Morley, the weapons officer, a shaggy-haired fellow with a lineage stretching all the way back to the Caribbean, the Old World's definition of paradise. According to his file, he prizes his guns over his own family. Fine by me; best to be well-armed on this trip. "What if we need to take a dump, man?" 

	"Just let 'er rip, pal." Granger chuckles. 

	The room explodes with raucous laughter, all present contributing—except for the distinguished science officer. She sighs instead, looking bored.

	"It's really not that complicated," chortles the scientist in charge. He's the last one to overcome his giggles, and by the time he does, he's the only one enjoying himself. "There is a waste reservoir built into the suit. If you have an excretory emergency—" He grins like a five-year-old. "Go ahead and make your deposit. We'll retrieve it once you're back here, safe and sound."

	"How can I sign up for that job?" asks Harris, the other latecomer—oldest member of the team by at least twenty years. He had quite the distinguished medical career both in the UW military and private sector prior to D-Day, publishing studies on genetics and such, the kind they studied in med schools. It's unclear why the elderly doctor has been included on this trip.

	I haven't been told much. I know we're headed into forbidden territory, but that's about it. No one has set foot in the Wastes for years, not since those reports of something going horribly wrong with the search and rescue teams dropped onto the North American continent. No details, of course, only rumors that spread like a virus. The entire situation reeks of a government cover-up. 

	Have we been drafted for a suicide mission?

	"What do you say, Sergeant?"

	The bug-eyed scientist stares at me with an expectant grin.

	"How's that?" I frown, lost.

	"Our fearless leader," Sinclair mutters.

	The scientist gestures toward the door, reaching out his spindly arm. "Shall we go?"

	Like we have a choice. But I nod anyway, turning to lead the team in an awkward, exaggerated march out of the medical bay, down a long, narrow corridor, and into the ship's main storage area. The cargo lift awaits—a glorified freight elevator—and all of us somehow manage to cram inside the oily smelling thing.

	"How many hazard suits can you fit in an elevator?" Adam's apple shuddering, the scientist giggles like it's a joke worthy of a spectacular punchline. Only he doesn't seem to have one prepared. Dipping his chin, he moves to follow us in.

	"We're full." I stiff-arm him and punch the UP arrow. The cage doors slide shut. "Take the next one."

	Granger chuckles at the hurt look on the scientist's face.

	With a groan, the lift rises toward the flight deck, passing through levels one at a time and seeming to linger unnecessarily between each floor. It wasn't designed for cargo of the human variety. For the massive crates of foodstuffs, weapons, and supplies that usually come down through here, the passage of time is immaterial. But for me, every second counts—every moment I'm away from my family. There is no time to waste.

	Get in, get out. That's the mantra. Get the job done right. Then I'll see my children again—before they forget me. 

	Assuming I make it back alive.

	"So, Captain. You ready for this?" Granger nudges me. 

	I barely feel the gesture through this suit. "I doubt any of us are."

	"It's true, yeah? The stuff they say?" Morley pipes up.

	"The rumors?" Sinclair intones, affecting both disdain and disinterest in a single aloof expression, sharp nose angled upward. She succeeds in removing herself from the conversation while standing smack-dab in the middle of it, staring at the seam in the elevator doors. It looks like she's willing them to open and save her from what promises to be a wearisome discussion.

	"They're more than that," Doc Harris says. "Rumor implies it might not be entirely true."

	"And you think it is?" Granger tilts his helmet back to look up at the doctor. "Cuz I've heard plenty of crazy stories."

	Harris nods, pursing his lips in thought. "There is a certain mythos to the continent, to be sure. An aura of secrecy, maintained by ships such as this one and the naval blockade. Its purpose being what exactly? To keep the rest of the world away from that wasted, inhospitable land?" He narrows his gaze. "Or to keep something already there contained?"

	The rest of the world. As if it still exists as anything more than a domed megacity along the Mediterranean.

	No one says anything for a few seconds. There's only the whine of the elevator cables and the creaking of the ship to punctuate the silence.

	"What do you think, Captain?" Morley points his chin at me. "You believin' the ghost stories?"

	Captain again. As far as this team is concerned, I guess I am the Ubermensch. I'll lead them straight through the gates of Hades with the UW's blessing. How far they follow me will depend on one thing: whatever their superiors are holding over their heads. Children are probably out of the question. As far as I know, I'm the only man in my cube complex with offspring under the Terminal Age. One in ten thousand, they say. 

	Mr. and Mrs. Bishop are special that way. Or we were—before we, too, found ourselves unable to conceive.

	"I believe what I can see," I mutter. 

	Sinclair glances at me and quickly looks away.

	"A realist," Harris says with half a grin, revealing a set of pristine, white dentures. "So you don't believe the reports of a highly contagious mutagen? Difficult to see something like that, I'd wager. Without a microscope, anyhow." 

	"You're thinking that's what it is, then?" Morley says. "Some sort of creepy crawly?"

	"Well, duh!" Granger gestures at our suits. "Why do you think we're wearin' these things? What do you think's waiting for us over there?"

	Morley's eyes are naturally wide, noticeably so when he neglects to blink. "I believe in the eternal soul. It cannot be destroyed by bombs. You may think of it as the spirit within us all." His gloved hand pats his chest twice. "A soul that has been taken against its will—as so many were on D-Day—remains on the earth for one reason only." He pauses dramatically, looking at each of the faces around him. "Vengeance." 

	Sinclair releases a petulant sigh.

	Granger stares for a moment, his lips parted. Then something seems to click in his brain, and he guffaws abruptly. "What a load of crap! You hear this guy?" He nudges Morley with his elbow. "Talk about ghost stories!"

	Morley shrugs, barely noticeable in the suit. "We shall see."

	"Perhaps it would be prudent to withhold speculation until after the briefing," Sinclair suggests as the lift groans to a halt. She faces Granger.

	"Prudent, yeah." Granger's line of sight travels down her suit out of habit, despite the fact that her figure remains completely obscured.

	She graces him with a withering look.

	The doors seem reluctant to open, but after a few moments of awkward silence, they part with a metallic squeal. We're met with a blast of blinding sunlight, our helmets darkening instantly to shield exposed faces from the harmful ultraviolet rays. A gangly silhouette approaches.

	"What took you so long? This way, this way." With a sweep of his scrawny arm, the scientist from the medical bay beckons us out of the elevator and onto the flight deck. A chugging chopper sits fifty meters away, its rotors slicing neatly through the air.

	"Hey, how'd you beat us here?" Granger says.

	"Short cut." The scientist shrugs affably. He wears a white jumpsuit with a transparent face shield now, having somehow found time to change. "Gather your team, Sergeant Bishop, and follow me."

	I blink away the white spots from my glimpse of the sun. My gaze wanders toward the rolling sea, grey ocean water stretching infinitely on all sides. Easy to imagine the breeze on my skin. I can almost feel it, fished from deep memory.

	I step out of the lift and glance back. The others are tough to tell apart with their black bubble helmets, except for Granger and Sinclair, whose respective size differences make them easy to identify. They take a moment to collect themselves and then march after me, ducking slightly once in range of the chopper's rotors. A makeshift ramp has been set up to aid us in climbing aboard. No chance we'd be able to, otherwise.

	The scientist jogs up the ramp and finds a seat inside. He quickly buckles himself in.

	"He's coming with us?" Granger sounds disappointed, like a kid hoping to avoid being chaperoned.

	"Briefing us en route." I heave myself onto the ramp. "I doubt he'll stick around after the drop."

	"How 'bout we drop him instead and head home?"

	"They might have something to say about that." I nod toward the row of well-armed soldiers with opaque face shields already seated inside. They wear jumpsuits over bulky body armor, but no hazard protection. Their purpose is clear: to ensure that my team makes the drop. Not to join us.

	Granger falls silent.

	The chopper lifts off once all five of us are locked into place with magnetic clamps fastened to our unwieldy suits, holding them upright and immobile. Sitting is not an option. The tinting on our helmets dissolves just enough for me to catch Sinclair's eye. I give her a wink. She stares me down, unimpressed. The woman has a real attitude. I like that.

	"Test, test," chirps the scientist through our comms. "Can everyone hear all right? Let me know if you can hear me with a thumbs up. Hello? Everyone?"

	We nod or mutter in the affirmative. Granger feigns technical difficulties with his helmet, but decides to give up the gag when nobody but me notices. Their attention remains elsewhere. The murky ocean depths pass swiftly below, and every meter takes us closer to the North American Wastes. It has a way of dampening the spirit and the sense of humor: the impending unknown.

	"Good, good," the scientist bobs his head, again reminding me of an extinct angular waterfowl. Can't remember the species. "All right then. We're on our way. Your suits check out, your O2 reserves are stocked. We'll be in constant communication while you're over there. Remember, you run into any unexpected difficulties, you radio. Don't delay. That's what we're here for." He grins. "We're your backup."

	Encouraging. I avoid Granger's sardonic gaze while Harris clears his throat.

	"Yes, Doctor?" The scientist raises both eyebrows.

	"Where will you be, exactly?"

	"Back on board the Argonaus. We don't have enough fuel for the chopper to remain above your location. Once we make your drop, we'll return to the ship, refuel, and await your call."

	"Ten minutes, then," Harris says.

	The scientist frowns slightly. "How's that?"

	"That's how long we'll be stranded, once we radio you. Ten minutes."

	"I see what you mean. Unfortunately, the Argonaus cannot position itself closer to shore. UW mandate and all—government red tape, I'm afraid. And yes, it will take us ten minutes to reach your position."

	"Where is that exactly?" Morley speaks up. He glances at the other members of our team. "Am I the only one who's got no idea where it is we're goin'?"

	The scientist holds up his hands and closes his eyes for a moment. "We're getting ahead of ourselves." He licks his lips and fixes his bulbous eyes on me. "I thought you would have told them something by now, Sergeant."

	Passing the buck. "Under orders." I can play the game as well as anybody. "They're supposed to hear it straight from you," I lie. 

	I'll be hearing it for the first time as well. Right here, right now. But of course I can't admit that in front of my team. I have to at least look like I know what I'm doing. 

	"Very well, then." The scientist straightens his posture and sweeps the five helmeted heads before him with his gaze. For a moment, it doesn't look like he knows where to begin. "The D-Day bunkers across what remains of the United Sectors were programmed to open on a designated date: All-Clear. We sent our search and rescue teams in early to survey the situation." He nods, fully aware this is common knowledge. 

	"Right. And they never came back," Granger says.

	"Hundreds of 'em," Morley echoes.

	"Two hundred seventy. Thirty squads, to be exact. We lost all radio contact within an hour of their landing. They were fully equipped with solar jeeps, supplies, weapons, and hydration suits, tasked to check on each of the bunkers and aid the survivors in their reentry and rebuilding. Salvage as much as they could." He pauses. "Twenty years after the bombs dropped, we assumed there would be nothing left on the surface."

	We did a real number on them. I was only a kid at the time, but I remember well enough. How could anybody forget such a war? The Sector Patriots, or whatever they called themselves. Terrorists. Cowards. The biological weapons they released resulted in global catastrophe. For the planet and its people.

	I blink, fighting to return to the moment—even as my thoughts drift back to my kids. Mara and Emmanuel, two of the last children born in Eurasia.

	"I'm sure we'll never forget their final radio contact." The scientist nods with reverence.

	It was all over the Link at the time: a squad leader screaming his guts out, sounding like he was being flayed alive. Choppers were sent en masse, but they couldn't get close. The dust storms were too massive, on a scale of the Saharan variety. They wouldn't quit—not until the choppers backed off. Uncanny, to say the least. Remote drones flew in next, and the footage they captured was even more horrific, also broadcast throughout the Eurasian domes.

	"May we dispense with the nostalgia? I believe our memories remain completely intact," Sinclair says. "The issue is our current mission. We'll be landing in a matter of minutes. I, for one, would appreciate knowing what our orders are."

	"Right on," Morley mutters.

	The scientist clears his throat. "Very well. I guess it's all a matter of record—"

	"And rehashing it doesn't do a whole lot for the ol' morale," Granger adds. "Every tour of duty's a one-way trip, like as not, but how about we accentuate the positive here? Last thing I want to be thinkin' about is all those boys and girls getting their skin ripped off by some freaky sandstorms." He shivers in his suit.

	The scientist smiles, and it looks almost genuine. "Lucky for you, I do have some good news." He claps his gloved hands and rubs them together, glancing at each of us and seeming to expect an eager reaction. So we stare back at him until his grin falters. "Now, this is top-secret information here—"

	"You don't have to tell us twice." Nobody on board is a security threat. The UW has made sure we won't be, has taken certain precautions. Mara and Emmanuel. 

	I dry-swallow and focus my attention on the rivets along the steel floor. 

	"Let's hope not." The scientist forges ahead. "A few months ago, we established contact with a group of survivors within the Forbidden Zone. Sector 31, to be exact—a trade sector, back before the war." He watches us, pleased now to have our undivided attention. "They have managed to keep themselves free from contamination by remaining beneath the surface since All-Clear. We have learned much about their current situation over the past months, and we believe the time has finally arrived for us to make contact. In the flesh." He leans forward. "That, my friends, is why you are here. You are the first UW team to meet the only survivors from the North American Sectors!"

	Morley and Harris cast glances at me. I do my best to maintain a stoic expression—as much like Sinclair's as I can muster. 

	Granger clears his throat. "Am I the only one who thinks that's a load of bullcrap? Only half the story, if that?" He chuckles awkwardly. "I mean, don't get me wrong, I'm sure we're honored and all, but take a look at us. An engineer, a science officer, a weapons tech, a doctor, and—" He gestures at me. "Fearless Leader here. We're not exactly poster-ready ambassadors."

	"Granted." The scientist nods. He doesn't smile, which is nice for a change. "But that's all I'm authorized to tell you right now. The particulars of your mission will appear on your heads-up displays once you've reached the drop site."

	Morley forces an arm upward and raps on his helmet. "These things are equipped with HUD's?"

	"State of the art, with night vision and thermographic scanning capabilities. No matter where you are, you'll be able to see where you're going." He glances outside. "Go ahead and try them out, if you can maneuver yourselves adequately. Practice using them long-range."

	I'm the only one facing the open side of the chopper. I squint my eyes, straining to see beyond the whitecaps of the ocean below. The shore will soon be in sight, but it's still too far to make out any particulars.

	"Voice commands," the scientist says. "What optical device do you normally use for long distances?"

	"Binocs," I mutter.

	Instantly, the HUD blinks on my transparent face shield, and my field of vision zooms toward the coast. My head lolls backward involuntarily at the sudden change in perspective.

	"Cool, huh?" The scientist giggles, returning to obnoxious mode.

	I mumble something in the affirmative. Very cool. I can see it all: the beach grey with ash, polluted by all manner of debris. The foul breakers rolling in with foam an unmistakable toxic yellow tint. Overturned ships lying scattered all along the shore like the massive bones of a disturbed nautical graveyard. No signs of life anywhere.

	"How do you shut it off?" 

	"Just say the word."

	"Off." The HUD vanishes. I return my gaze to the pronounced rivets along the floor.

	"Does this thing have x-ray vision?" Granger faces Sinclair.

	"What would be the point?" she counters. Then she notices his gaze, level with her chest. "Grow up."

	"Afraid not," the scientist says. "No x-ray. But it'll see you through." He's the only one to find that pun humorous. "Keep an eye on the temperature gauge—it'll be on the bottom left of your HUD. Those suits can get up to thirty degrees warmer than the ambient temperature. Not a problem at night, but right now—during the heat of the day? It'll get pretty toasty in there. So when you see the gauge dip into the red zone, just give the voice command: cool down. The suit will take care of the rest."

	Granger frowns. "Is there some kind of owner's manual we should be reading?"

	The scientist laughs out loud. "Actually, if you say manual, it'll pop right up. Some in-flight reading material for you, how's that?"

	Harris and Morley take his tip and start skimming over the text on their face shields. Granger is quick to follow suit, followed by Sinclair with another bored sigh. I refrain from activating the HUD manual. In my mind, I can still see the overturned ships, the obliterated shoreline, completely devoid of life. So much for the North American Sectors. The idea that anything other than death will be found on this continent is difficult to accept. Yet here I am, flying straight into a wasteland with one purpose in mind: first contact.

	"Something wrong, Sergeant?" The scientist leans toward me. "Is there a glitch with your operations manual?"

	I look at him, look through him. Something in my blank expression makes him sit back in his seat and keep to himself, fidgeting a little.

	"I'll figure it out as I go," I tell him. 

	Like I always do.

	 

	 


Chapter 2: Cain

	 

	13 Months after All-Clear

	 

	 

	 

	 

	A rusty, slow-revolving ceiling fan dangles from the deck above with a single spotted lightbulb. The sickly glow illuminates the top of a crate—a makeshift poker table. We sit in a tight circle around it, three men to my left, two to my right, using whatever is available for chairs. Smaller crates work for them, but not for the biggest one in their midst, the one with the hand to beat: me. 

	I have a sturdy folding chair all my own. 

	One by one, this motley bunch—sun-damaged, scarred, thickly muscled and glistening with sweat—folds, tossing down their tattered cards in disgust. I chew my cigar with relish in the hazy smoke and watch them, keeping my face an expressionless mask. A single opponent remains, and I stare hard at this one, the youngest at the table, reading him, sensing his heart rate quicken. Is he bluffing? Or merely excited at the prospect of holding a winning hand for once?

	The stack of hydropacks in the middle of the crate is more than enough to last a body two weeks, maybe three. In the Old World, they might have been bars of solid gold.

	"Think you can beat me, Lemuel?" I ask, my voice deep and husky.

	Lemuel licks his lips. Now that is an obvious tell. He is uncertain. He perspires as we all do; it is always hot as hell this time of day. But his thermal energy output is twice that of anyone else at the table. My eyes miss nothing.

	"You're going to lose, one of these days," Lemuel says. He fights to keep his features slack, his eyes free of emotion. A futile effort.

	I chuckle, and the sound reverberates deep in my broad chest. "Not today, Lemuel. Make up your mind. Call or fold."

	"Piss or get off the pot," snickers one of the others.

	Lemuel glares at him.

	The iron door clangs open, and with it blasts a flood of blinding white from outside. I look away while the men groan, wincing like rodents unaccustomed to sunlight. They hold up their hands to shield their eyes and curse. A dark figure enters, waddling with great effort.

	"What is it, woman?" I demand with a scowl as the door slams shut.

	She approaches my side without hesitation, far along in her pregnancy. Her protruding abdomen stretches her stained tank top. 

	"He's back. And he's got that cyborg with him."

	"Gaia-dammit." I pound my fist on the crate, jostling the hydropacks. "I said we weren't to be disturbed!"

	"Keep your voice down." She rests a hand on my bare shoulder, slick with sweat. "You'll wake the others."

	I allow myself to seethe for a moment, nostrils flared. "You embarrass me in front of my chieftains," I warn her.

	She shrugs, winking at Lemuel—who averts his eyes. "They already know who wears the pants in this family."

	I grab her, and she nearly cries out at my strength and roughness. But I grin amiably as I set her down on my lap and hold her there like a child.

	"Gentlemen, say hello to Lady Victoria." I playfully pinch her cheek, and she slaps my hand away. "My fourth wife. Obviously the youngest, as she has yet to learn her proper place."

	The chieftains stir and nod, grunting about it being a pleasure to see her today. But they don't seem to know where to direct their eyes. 

	"Your fourth," Lemuel echoes. "How do you make time for so many women?" Now that he sits at a man's table, he seems to think he has the right to ask any impertinent question that pops into his head. "Are they on a rotating schedule or something?"

	"Mind your idiot tongue!" The wizened old-timer at his side throws a hard punch into Lemuel's shoulder. The youth winces.

	"A good guess, but no." I caress Victoria's giant melon that holds my child. "They come when I summon them. For now, they are where they belong: deep in the bowels of this ship, safe and sound. Just as ripe as my dear Victoria. I will be the father of four robust lads and lasses by this time next month." I pinch her again. She squirms, struggling to rise.

	"Luther and the cyborg wait for you outside," she says. My hands drop from her, allowing her to stand. "They are patient men, but—"

	"They are infidels. Gaia should drown them in sand and deliver us from their bothersome meddling. I would kill them myself, if only they were not human."

	The chieftains watch me silently. One clears his throat, but none speak. They know better.

	"Who are they? These visitors?" Lemuel asks. He grimaces as the old-timer punches him a second time.

	"You're a guest here! You don't get to question Lord Cain—"

	"It's all right, Justus. Lemuel sits at this table now. And rightly so." I narrow my gaze at the youth. Victoria stands by, watching the scene unfold with unguarded curiosity. "How many goblyn heads have you spiked along the wall, Lemuel?" I stroke my wide, stubble-covered chin.

	"Thirty-four," Lemuel says without hesitation, proud of it.

	"Thirty-four?" I nod, pursing my lips. "Not bad. Not bad at all." I direct my gaze to Justus. "You see? Because of this young man, there are now thirty-four fewer of those flesh-eaters out there on the loose. I'd say he's more than earned his place among us. Don't you agree?"

	Not one to question authority, the old-timer bows slightly. "Of course, Lord Cain. As you say. Always."

	"Regarding your question..." My eyes return to Lemuel. "These men, these desert nomads from the east, they are followers of a lesser god. They have no home, no land, nothing but what they carry with them. They have not carved out a place for themselves in this world, as we have here in the Shipyard."

	"They seek our assistance, then," Lemuel says.

	"Don't interrupt!" Justus lets fly with another punch.

	"You would think so," I continue. "But that is not why they are here. They do not wish to join us." I pause. "They want us to join them."

	Subdued laughter erupts among the chieftains, but it is quickly snuffed out by a stern glance from Lady Victoria. A reminder that the others are sleeping during the heat of the day, when the sun is at its strongest and most dangerous. It is time for rest in the shelter of this ship and the others like it, toppled along the seashore. 

	"But who are they? Where do they come from?" The eager, undying flame of curiosity burns in Lemuel's eyes.

	I look to my wife. "How many times have they taken advantage of our hospitality?"

	"This is the third."

	"And always with the same song: Join us. Leave all that you have worked so hard for and follow. Like sheep." I curse mildly, shaking my head at the audacity of it. "Fools. That's what they are. It's all you need know." 

	I rise then, ducking my head to keep from hitting the whirling rotors of the fan above. I tower over everyone present. The top of Victoria's blonde head reaches only my sternum.

	"I won't be long," I tell the chieftains, who nod, mumbling that they will await my return. Of course they will. They have nowhere else to go.

	Victoria leads me to the room's iron exterior door and spins the hand wheel deftly, heaving it open. I squint in the glare of the sudden light outside and step over the lip of the doorframe, shielding my eyes with one hand. 

	"Where are they?" I reach for my goggles and dark cloak, dangling from one of many steel hooks beside the door. Similar garments left by the chieftains line the rusted wall.

	"At the gate."

	"You didn't let them in?" I glance at her as I pull on the cloak. It will shield me from the sun's merciless rays, even at their strongest. I tuck in my braid of coarse, black hair before tugging the hood over my head.

	"Not this time. It's as you say. They have worn out their welcome."

	I smile. Sometimes the woman actually speaks sense. "Just the two of them then. Unarmed."

	"Yes. But the cyborg—"

	"A weapon in and of himself. I know full well." I strap on the goggles and adjust my hood. "How do I look?" I take a step backward, out of the shadows and into sunlight, my protected skin instantly warmed by the relentless heat. I flex my muscles for her, and they strain against my garments.

	"Go on and strut, you big rooster." She folds her arms across her belly, remaining in the shade of the ship's hull.

	I lick my lips. "Mmmm. Chicken." My stomach growls at the memory of it. "Grilled. Fried. Or roasted?"

	"Don't torture me," she pleads with a sudden wince and a hand to her stomach. "You have no idea what sorts of things I've been craving lately. But what do we have instead? Protein packs, vitaminerals, and let's not forget the stuff that passes for water. So much to choose from!"

	"I could roast you a goblyn."

	She almost vomits right there.

	I chuckle. "Go back to bed. I will join you before sundown."

	With a tolerant flutter of her hand, she turns away, waddling along the side of the ship's hull toward another door that opens into the women's sleeping quarters. I watch her until she vanishes from sight, shutting the door behind her. 

	I hope for a son. I will name him Adam. Fitting for the firstborn of a new generation. Unless Gaia chooses another, of course.

	"Lord Cain," one of the guards greets me as I cross the meters of ashen sand between the overturned ships and the wall. "They're back."

	With a grunt, I approach the rusted sheet metal driven deep into the ground, standing three meters high and topped with coils of barbed wire. I nod to the men at the gate.

	"They're nothing if not persistent." I slow my pace, noting the rash of bullet holes piercing a large section of the east wall. "Those were to be plugged."

	"On it," the guard says. He shoulders his rifle by its leather strap and beckons to a comrade farther down the wall.

	I take a moment to survey the damage, cursing the goblyns and their bloodlust. While I am at it, I curse the nomads and their heretical beliefs. Under my breath, I also curse my men who neglected to do their assigned repairs. Dereliction of duty is not something I take lightly. It may as well have been outright insubordination. I will have to make an example of these two, scurrying about in their cloaks as they search for the bucket of tar necessary for the job. 

	Incompetent idiots. 

	I turn from the punctured metal and sweep my gaze along the shore, across the row of capsized ships rejected by the sea long ago, abandoned like a giant child's playthings. I watch the breakers roll in, the murky water, the yellow foam. I stare out into the distance.

	My eyes gradually adjust, focusing a kilometer out, then two, three. My jaw muscles tighten as my gaze locks onto the United World warship sitting there, patrolling this Forbidden Zone as if it owns the waters. The UW soldiers aboard it have yet to venture ashore. What are they waiting for?

	We are hemmed in before and behind. The wall the chieftains built months ago to protect us from the goblyn raids forms a semicircle around the overturned ships. The thick metal barrier does not extend far into the water. For some reason, the goblyns refuse to go near the crashing surf, as if it frightens them. Even so, I had the men plant the wall a hundred meters seaward so that, between the tides, there would be no absence of protection at our flanks. The ocean itself provides a line of defense behind us, one neither the goblyns nor the UW have dared to breach. Yet.

	I scowl at the grey battleship. The UW Argonaus, according to its white lettering along the side. How long has it guarded the coast, ensuring that no one leaves this diseased continent? As far as we know, the naval blockade has been in place ever since All-Clear, when my men and I were released from our underground bunker. We left Sector 15 eleven months ago and headed due west to fulfill nothing less than a manifest destiny, guided by Gaia herself every step of the way.

	Why do they watch us? I turn away from the sea.

	"We meet again," the man outside the gate calls amicably. He is the leader of the nomad heretics, and his name is Luther. He wears light, sand-colored garments that wrap him like a mummy. With the black goggles, he also resembles the Invisible Man. Perhaps I spent too much time in the bunker watching old horror films.

	I step forward to grip one of the gate's iron bars at eye level. "You don't take no for an answer. What is this—your final plea?"

	"If you accept our offer." Luther nods.

	My eyes flick to the figure beside him. Samson, the cyborg. A large man, close to my stature and well-developed musculature. In a fair fight, we might be evenly matched. But Samson has biomechatronic arms and legs, powerful prosthetics. From what I remember of such things, a cyborg can easily possess the strength of ten formidable men.

	Blistering sunlight flashes from the cyborg's naked metal. He stands with his mechanical arms folded across a massive chest, only his head and torso covered, protected from the sun. Luther's bodyguard. Why does he think he needs one? My warriors and I have been nothing but genial in all our interactions thus far with these misguided people.

	A wry grin twitches at the corner of my lips, hidden in shadow beneath my hood. Perhaps not entirely genial.

	"The offer of which you speak," I feign a temporary memory lapse. "Could it be the same one that sent you out of our gates last time, chased by our laughter?"

	"The same," Luther returns without pause.

	"To join you. Wandering vagabonds of the desert. While we have everything we need right here. Protection. Food. Weapons. Company—strength in numbers. How many of you are there now?"

	"Forty."

	I laugh out loud. "Compared to our ninety strong! If anything, you should be asking us to welcome you into the fold."

	The cyborg leans over to whisper something to Luther, keeping his goggles fixed on me. I would enjoy seeing what this Samson is made of. Pit him against two dozen goblyns and watch the blood fly. 

	Perhaps there will be time for that later. For now, I subdue my laughter, clear my throat. Wait with all the patience I can muster. 

	"It may appear that you are safe," Luther says as Samson leans back, resuming his silent stance. "You have done well for yourselves here, I grant you that. Better than we have, in many ways. But your people are in grave danger. They cannot remain in this place."

	I exhale harshly, dropping my hand from the gate. "We've been over this already. You have no evidence—"

	"That has changed."

	I watch them for a moment. A cool breeze chills the already sweat-drenched cloak clinging to my back. "How so? There hasn't been anything new on the radio—just that quarantine message on an endless loop. Don't tell me you've got somebody who can overhear a conversation three kilometers away."

	Luther tilts his head to one side. "Actually, we do. But even she would be unable to hear anything on board the Argonaus or the other ships out there—too much interference. Suffice it to say, we have learned that a special team of soldiers will soon be dispatched ashore."

	"Finally decided to make contact, have they?" I cross my arms. "No idea why it's taken them this long."

	"First contact, yes. But not with you." He pauses. "With Eden."

	I glance from Luther to Samson. "Eden is not our concern." My tone is cool, detached, even as my heart rate surges. "From what you've told me, they should be able to fend for themselves well enough."

	"It's not them we're worried about," the cyborg mutters in a low baritone.

	"It speaks." I smirk, noticing my guards now hard at work with a tub of tar and a spatula. "Every last one," I order. "I don't want to see any daylight through there."

	They nod, slapping thick gobs of the black muck onto the wall. Will they have enough? Damn those goblyns and their submachine guns.

	"Eden's survivors are expendable. As are we," Luther says. "The UW is only interested in—"

	"The children." I think of my own on the way, all four of them. The mothers I sleep alongside every day. I should be with them now. Not out under this hot sun, shooting the breeze with these infidels.

	That is the truth of it. They worship a false god, one Luther calls The Creator. Ridiculous. Gaia is the earth spirit of creation itself, and she has no rivals. When asked for a sign of his god's power, Luther was unable to call forth a single one. Pathetic and impotent, this god he serves.

	"Yes." Luther nods. "The children." His words hang in the air, unfinished.

	I glance at my guards. If they are listening, they give no indication of it. They know that if they spread a word of what is spoken between Luther and me, they will die by my hand. 

	"And you know this how, exactly?"

	"One of us, he is blessed, gifted with the ability to—" Luther falters. "To cross great distances with great speed, to—"

	"Fly," Samson says bluntly.

	That earns another laugh. I can't help it. 

	Gaia has given all of my people special powers which vary from my own ability to sense a body's heart rate and temperature to my superhuman vision that spans distances of five kilometers. Then there is Lady Victoria. Her prowess, prior to pregnancy, was diving into the depths of the sea in a fruitless search for ocean life—without the need to come up for a single breath. Old Justus is able to see clearly in the dead of night. One of the chieftains can make himself invisible to the naked eye. Another can leap over the wall with little effort; he doesn't even bother using the gate. There are many others like them, each blessed by Gaia with abilities no human has ever possessed before in the history of the world.

	But to fly? It is ridiculous, even to think it. There have to be natural limits to what is possible, after all. Despite our plethora of supernatural blessings, not one of my people has managed to soar like an extinct eagle.

	"Like a superhero, you mean?" I hurl my fists into the air and lock my elbows. I mimic the sound of rushing wind and guffaw. "Nope. Haven't seen him around lately."

	There was a wide variety of films in the Sector 15 bunker, and I watched them all—repeatedly. Most seemed alien to me at the time, being from a world so unlike my own, created long before the Sectors existed. Hollywood, it was called, the city that made such films back in the days of the United States of North America. It must have been their only purpose at the time, no other function than to entertain the masses. So unlike the digital propaganda used solely for United World indoctrination. Many of the old Hollywood films were perhaps juvenile and crude, but I always found myself enjoying the hero tales. There was something in their essence I could easily relate to, being the alpha male of my bunker.

	"Yeah." The cyborg watches my impression with no humor in his tone. "Just like that."

	"Does he have a little red cape, as well?"

	"He has been aboard the Argonaus and has heard their Captain Mutegi speaking via radio to his Eurasian commanders," Luther continues as if he hasn't been interrupted. "Eden is only their first stop. They have also discussed coming here, to your people, on their return trip. To forcibly take away every woman with child."

	My hands curl into tight, broad-knuckled fists.

	"Your wives," Samson drives the point home.

	"Who is he, this man of yours? Why is he not here to tell me this himself?" I curse, growling, "You have no evidence. Only hearsay—from someone I have no reason to believe even exists." Gaia would have warned us, if any of this were true. She would not have left my people in danger, not after doing so much to aid in our survival. It is not her way. "This talk of a flying man does little to support the credibility of your claims, Luther."

	"They are preparing a team in Eurasia to be sent aboard the Argonaus," Luther replies evenly. "It will be only a matter of time—weeks, perhaps—until they arrive." He pauses, his goggles staring without expression. "Please, Cain. Will you not reconsider our offer of friendship? There is indeed strength in numbers. Just as your people outnumber ours more than two to one, the UW troops who eventually land on these shores will greatly overpower you. You will not—"

	"Gaia will help us." The words escape my lips before I have a chance to weigh them.

	The cyborg snorts in derision. Luther clears his throat and prepares to continue, but I will not allow it.

	"You do not share our beliefs, and so you cannot know. But we serve a God who is alive and active, and she will not allow harm to come to us." We are her chosen people. I nod to myself; she has told me so. "While I appreciate your concerns, Luther, I cannot share them. We have nothing to fear. If we did—"

	"Then she would have told you." Luther's voice is quiet, as though he is reliving a distant memory.

	I regard him silently for a moment. "Yes." 

	The two guards finish their repair work. It should hold. They even have some tar left over for next time. And there will be a next time, I have no doubt. The goblyns are insatiable devils.

	"Return to your posts." I dismiss them, and they move quickly to obey. 

	"Your word is law," Luther observes.

	"I run a tight ship."

	"They will follow you to their graves."

	"We all die someday." I sniff and half-turn toward the massive vessel planted upside-down in the sand behind me. "Tell me, Luther, who is protecting you out there? In that barren wasteland you call home? Does the god you serve keep you from harm?"

	"He does. In His way."

	"He helps those who help themselves," the cyborg rumbles.

	I glance at him with mild interest. "A platitude from your holy scriptures?"

	"My mother," Samson retorts.

	I chuckle at that. "Well, Gaia is our mother. She is the life force of this planet—what remains of it. So let the UW come. Let them try to breach this Forbidden Zone they've quarantined. If they set one foot on our soil, they will find Mother Earth is still a force to be reckoned with." I step back from the gate with a mock salute. "Tell your god he's welcome to switch sides if he wants. Because this, right here—" I stretch my arms out to the sides, taking in everything around me. "We're the winning team, Luther. Think it over. My counter-offer still stands: you're welcome to join us anytime. We can be friendly folk, believe it or not."

	"As he keeps us locked outside," Samson mutters under his breath.

	"Need an oil can? You've got some squeaking going on there. No?" I shrug. "You should be careful, my friend. This climate wreaks havoc on steel parts."

	Before Luther can restrain him, the cyborg throws both mechanical arms into an unmistakable uppercut gesture. "Go to hell!" Turning to Luther, he growls, "Why do we keep wasting our breath on these people? They don't want our help!"

	I wave broadly and back away across the sand. "Goodbye, gentlemen. We'll have to do this again sometime soon. I do so enjoy our conversations."

	Luther steps forward suddenly and grasps one of the gate's iron bars. "Who gave you your name?"

	I frown, my face still a hooded shadow. "What?" I despise being caught off guard like this.

	"From the Book of Genesis, in the Holy Scriptures—Cain killed his brother Abel. You'll be doing the same if you remain here. Your people will die because of you!"

	The guards stare at me, awaiting my command. The quick, whip-like motion of my arm sets them into action. They converge on the gate with rifles at the ready, laser sights targeting the two nomads outside in jittery red pinpoints. 

	"Back away!" they shout, almost in unison. "Move!"

	Luther does so, his hands raised in reluctant surrender.

	"Be on your way." One of the guards glances back at me for approval, which I provide with a nod. The guard adjusts his grip on the gun. "Go on. Clear out of here now. You are no longer welcome."

	They have the situation under control. Luther and his bodyguard will leave. If they are wise, they won't bother to return.

	I turn to face the ship's hull looming close to the lapping water's edge. How many souls sleep within the shelter it provides from the sun? I cross the grey sand, backtracking the trail I made earlier nearly stride for stride. It will be good to get this sweat-drenched cloak off. If only there were some way to reclaim the moisture, like those hydration suits before they started malfunctioning.

	I shove open the door and hold it, keeping it from clanging against the hull. The chieftains' faces inside squint, wincing in the light. I throw off my cloak and grab hold of Lemuel's collar.

	"Out."

	The youth releases a short, garbled cry as he is thrown through the doorway, landing in the shaded sand outside. Before he can collect himself, I shut the door without a word and give the wheel a spin, locking it into place.

	"What I am about to say will not leave this hold." I approach the poker table. Dumbstruck faces stare back, eyes gleaming in the yellow light. "Understood?"

	The chieftains nod, glancing at one another first in bewilderment, then in a conspiratorial manner. They lean forward, listening. I plant my fists on the large crate, the muscles of my biceps twitching as I look at each man in turn.

	"I need our best swimmers, those who can hold their breath and stay under, out of sight. I have an important mission for them."

	"How many?" Justus speaks up.

	"As many as you can spare."

	"This wouldn't..." Theseus—a short, broad-necked fellow with a long beard—clears his throat. "Does this have something to do with those nomads? They—"

	"Reconnaissance," I cut him short. "That is all."

	"You mean to send our people out to sea? To one of those warships out there?"

	I nod. Half-muted gasps answer me.

	"What makes you think we will even get close?"

	I narrow my gaze, sensing the man's racing heart, feeling his fear. But I do not share it. "They will not see us coming."
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	I watch over them like I'm a brooding hen and they are my own offspring, taken from my body and planted in these foggy incubation chambers to grow and mature. I move down the aisle between them with my hands out to the sides, fingertips drifting across the translucent glass hatches that bulge outward like pregnant bellies. Out of habit, my eyes scan the digital display at the head of each chamber. The steadily blinking lights tell me the vital signs are within acceptable parameters. Better than adequate; they are exceptional.

	Six months since their inception, when ova from the two Sector 50 females in captivity—Daiyna and Shechara—were artificially fertilized by sperm from the Sector 51 males—Luther and Samson—the growth and development of these twenty fetuses have been inexplicably ahead of schedule. Perhaps it is due to the synthetic environment or because of the genetic makeup of their parents. Regardless, as I look down at one particular male beneath the glass, I find it completely reasonable to assume he will be ready to emerge from his chamber in a matter of days.

	Three months ahead of time.

	Willard won't be happy about that. I sigh at the thought, my fingers splayed across the warm glass. The miniature face engulfed in gelatinous nutrients, eyes closed, tiny fingers curled into wrinkled pink fists, turns slowly in its artificial uterus. Somehow, he seems to sense my presence. If necessary, the incubation chambers can keep the young ones in stasis long after they would rather be greeting the world.

	"You don't care about timetables, do you, little one?" I whisper. My lips struggle to create a smile that is warm and nurturing. I hope I'm not frightening him—and immediately chide myself. He cannot possibly see me standing here. "You'll let us know when you're good and ready to come out of there." 

	It doesn't matter that the UW scientists aren't scheduled to arrive for another few months. These fetuses are ready to hatch. 

	Eden's only hope of survival.

	How are we going to care for so many? My palm slides from the glass and drops heavily to my side. I stare at the face of this defenseless innocent. It is difficult to imagine the wails of young ones echoing throughout these catacomb-like chambers. There have never been children here before. These substructures were not designed with them in mind. Then again, they were not originally intended to house the thirty-odd engineers who now reside within their concrete walls. 

	Engineers-turned-soldiers. The men of Arthur Willard's Eden Guard. 

	They finally have something worth protecting. These unborn test-tube children, rows of them, oblivious to the world outside their incubation chambers. Ignorant of their own value. They will continue to develop until the time is right to harvest them from their secure cocoons. 

	Will the cold concrete welcome them?

	I sweep my gaze over the perimeter of the room, across the large generators that hum a rhythm with no melody, and follow the plastic hoses piped along the low ceiling and plugged into the fetal chambers, providing nourishment and carrying away waste. I close my eyes for a moment. This should be a nursery. I can almost imagine the walls painted with smiling cartoon animals and mobiles dangling above cribs with fresh linens. Again, my lips want to smile. But as I open my eyes, I see the room for what it is. 

	A factory with one purpose: manufacturing the future.

	"They're looking healthy, Margo."

	I stiffen with a short gasp. But I recognize the voice. 

	"You've got to stop doing that." I exhale irritably and run my fingers through my tangled hair.

	"What? Sneaking up on you?" Tucker sniffs. "Can't really help it, things being the way they are."

	He is invisible—a weird side effect of his extended contact with the surface, breathing in the dust up there. But invisible does not mean he is transparent. From what I have been able to tell, his ability is similar to that of the chameleon, an animal extinct for over two decades. Somehow, his skin is able to blend into its surroundings. It seems to be an involuntary response; try as he might, he cannot revert to a visible form. And while the fluorescent bulbs cast no shadow from his figure, sunlight is a different story. 

	He can see his own shadow when he is on the surface. I am at a loss to explain that. 

	As for my own bizarre ability—

	"What do you want?" My tone is sharp, perhaps more so than I intended. There was a time when I related better to others socially, knew how to employ vocal inflections to convey specific nuances of meaning. But that was long ago.

	"Am I interrupting anything?"

	Yes. He is. I treasure my time alone with them—these little ones. But I would never tell him this, nor anyone else. It is part of my secret inner life that I guard jealously, sharing with no one.

	"Of course not." I take a step toward his voice. Blink. And in the moment it takes for my eyelids to meet and part, I have already probed his thoughts. "He has sent for me."

	"Damn it, Margo." He chuckles. "I can't keep anything from you."

	"No. You can't." My tone is matter-of-fact. "Where are they?"

	He shuffles his feet. "The apartment."

	I glance in his general direction without bothering to pretend I know where his face is. With a nod, I leave the room, calling back, "Keep an eye on them for me." I gesture toward the chambers.

	"What should I be looking for?"

	"You'll know." If anything goes wrong, the alarms will deafen us all. 

	The fetuses will be fine in my absence. But this way, it appears that I expect Tucker to assume my post. It gives me control of the situation. A power play, perhaps; but he will have to get used to following my orders. 

	I will need him to, without question, when the time comes.

	The apartment is located across the main floor of Eden's central dome—a massive underground water reservoir once upon a time, but now the continent's last bastion of all-natural humanity, untainted by the mutagens running rampant on the earth's surface. For the thirty-odd men who remain just the way God made them, it is home. Willard's Eden Guard, resplendent in their blue fatigues, fetching black berets, and the best weaponry hard-earned credits would have been able to buy prior to D-Day. 

	Sometimes it is difficult to imagine what these men were before: a bunker-full of brainy engineers itching to get out and build things, to make the world on the surface better than it was before all the bombs started falling.

	But that was prior to the demon dust. Before the dogs and the sand freaks. Now these engineers make a habit of playing soldier, and they've gotten pretty good at it. They defend Eden with their lives. And whether or not they like Willard's orders, they obey their commander without question. A few months back, they welcomed an invisible man and a mind-reading female into their ranks, despite serious reservations, despite the way of things at the time: a zero tolerance policy for mutos. Just because Captain Willard said so.

	I climb the ladder to the steel catwalk above and the living quarters suspended from the dome's soaring concrete wall. Two armed guards stand outside the unit's door. They were talking, laughing even, before they saw me. Now they're more subdued, eyes set straight ahead, avoiding any chance of contact. They seem to cringe inward as I pass, as though I am somehow contagious. Maybe they're afraid I'm probing their minds. 

	Maybe I am.

	"At ease," I mutter, but they pretend not to hear me. I stand before the solid steel door. Neither one of them moves to open it. "You mind?" I gesture at the guard who makes the mistake of glancing my way.

	His eyes dart away, but he realizes too late that I've caught him. Something human beneath his soldier facade causes him to turn in resignation and heave the door open, shoving it aside.

	"Thank you," I say icily, stepping into the apartment's plush interior.

	"Shut up," the guard snaps at his snickering comrade as he hauls the door back into place.

	I stop in the middle of a warm, simply decorated living room with thick carpet and comfortable sofas. An artificial fire flickers in the hearth, fueled by natural gas. I know this place well. It was my home, once. 

	Willard and I were lovers then.

	"You got here fast." Willard paces in front of the bookshelves. He locks his beady eyes on me like he's some kind of predator who isn't finished playing with his food. "Did you know?" He catches himself. "Of course you did." His upper lip twitches, but he doesn't scratch at the narrow mustache. "You know everything, don't you?"

	"Not everything." I stare back at him, my arms limp at my sides.

	"What's she doing here?" The block-jawed man sprawled out on the sofa fixes me with a hideous glare. "Waltzing in like you own the place. Mutant bitch."

	"Knock it off, Perch." The slender, sandy-haired fellow with a boyish face rises from the adjacent cushion. "Margo—" His intentions are noble as he offers me his seat, but he doesn't know what more to say. He stands there with a vacant look in his eyes. 

	"Sit down, Jamison." Willard leans back against the bookcase, folding his arms now and pinching the bridge of his nose. He grimaces with another headache. He's been having a lot of those lately. "You too, Margo. If you don't like it, Perch, you can leave."

	"I just might."

	"You want out?" Willard fixes him with a direct look. "Just say the word. You can spend the rest of your miserable life underground, while the rest of us are living it up in Eurasia. You like the sound of that?"

	Perch crosses his arms and curses under his breath. "I'm good, Captain."

	Willard shifts his line of sight to me, seated rigidly on the edge of Jamison's armrest. "How are they?"

	I don't have to ask for clarification. I know his mind. "Healthy. Developing well."

	"On schedule?"

	Ahead of, actually. But I won't tell him this; it would spoil everything he's planned so carefully from the start. "Of course."

	"No problems?"

	I shake my head. "None."

	"Five kids." Perch curses again. "You think that's enough for each of us?" He glances at me again, and there is nothing but disgust for me in his eyes.

	"The UW isn't getting squat until we're guaranteed safe passage out of here. That's the deal." Willard nods resolutely. "Even if we have to lock up the incubation chambers and hand over the key code once we're well on our way into Eurasia." He strokes his stubble-covered chin. Neglecting to shave is a rare occurrence for him.

	"This is the next generation," Jamison says. "Our next generation. But we're talking about them like they're chattel to be bartered. Like currency!" He throws his hands up as though he's the only sane person in the room. "Doesn't that bother any of you?"

	Perch curses again. "Get off your high horse. Things have changed. We're not responsible for the survival of the human species anymore—that burden's been lifted off our backs." He shifts his weight. "The way I figure, all that fetal tissue we've got growing in those test tubes is a real godsend. It's sure as hell going to pay our way. The UW gets what they want, and we get off this diseased continent. Win-win for everybody."

	Jamison shakes his head. "Human life. That's what we're talking about here. Valuable enough in its own right, particularly now. There haven't been many births in Eurasia lately." He faces Willard. "Isn't that what she told you, the Supreme Chancellor—?"

	"Persephone Hawthorne." Willard nods once. He smooths down his mustache and stares glassy-eyed at a point midway down the far wall. I recognize the look and know he is deep in thought, barely listening to what's being said.

	Before I realize what I'm doing, I've tuned-in to his mind, sensing each of his private thoughts:

	Should I tell them? What difference would it make? Clones. Genetically engineered life forms. Take that route, and the UW wouldn't even need our infants. I should move up the timetable, say the incubation process has gone faster than anticipated, that the newborns will be ready for pickup within a matter of days, not months. They would have to scramble a team together and send them over here ASAP. We'd sure as hell get their attention, and they wouldn't need to pursue cloning—

	"Is that what she told you?" I bring him back to the moment. He stares hard at me, his reverie broken, defiled by my intrusion. "They have other options now?"

	"Did she just—?" Perch curses, knowing the truth. "Stay the hell out of my mind, freak!"

	Nothing in there worth the trouble.

	"What does she mean, Captain?" Jamison frowns at Willard. "What kind of options?"

	Willard sighs, sliding both palms down his face as if trying to wipe away his exhaustion. He forces a taut grin. "I only know what Hawthorne tells me. I'm no mind-reader, and that's a fact." He casts a withering glance at me. "Chancellor Hawthorne has been candid regarding our arrangement from the start. Once she tabled the plan to nuke Eden, things between us have gone smoothly every step of the way, and I have no reason to believe that she—"

	"Queen Bee of the UW," Perch mutters.

	"Would you shut up?" Jamison snaps.

	"Make me." Perch winks up at him, puckering his lips.

	Willard looks briefly amused. "She's been under some pressure from her advisors—her cabinet. They want results. They're saying they might not need the tubers we've got. There's one genius in particular: Solomon Wong. He's pushing for genetic-cloning, says it's the best way to uphold the status quo over here while, at the same time, fixing the Eurasian infertility problem."

	"He'd be dead wong about that." Perch glowers for a moment, then guffaws at his own stupid joke. He's the only one laughing, but he doesn't seem to mind. 

	"Status quo," Jamison clarifies. "The quarantine, you mean. Hawthorne's advisors don't like the idea of breaching the blockade."

	"Can you blame them?" Willard raises an eyebrow. 

	Perch shares a few choice expletives. "Those UW mucky mucks won't be the ones getting their hands messy. They'll send expendables over to do the dirty work. It was the same before D-Day, and I sure as hell doubt it's changed any. I almost feel sorry for the poor bastards. They'll risk their lives picking up the tubers from us, and what'll they find waiting for them back home? A firing squad. No way their superiors would risk contaminating the rest of the population over there."

	"If we don't kill them first," Willard mutters.

	"What?" Jamison starts.

	"Just thinking out loud is all."

	Jamison shakes his head as if to clear it. "Will Hawthorne go for it? This cloning option?"

	"She would be a fool." My fingers tuck loose strands of hair behind my ears. The three men stare at me. "The United World's population is sterile now. Their only hope of survival as a species is a new generation of offspring capable of reproduction. The concept of copying themselves and hoping the clones will be able to reproduce—" I shake my head. "It's a ridiculous solution to their problem."

	Jamison's frown deepens. "How so?"

	"You remember copy machines?" Perch butts in. "Back in the old days?"

	"Make your point," Willard says.

	"I'm no expert geneticist like our resident sand freak here," he points at me with his middle finger. "But I'd assume it's the same principle. You start making copies, right? Then all the originals are lost—they die. And all you've got left are the copies—clones—who are going to have to clone themselves if they want another generation. So, eventually, you've got copies of copies of copies—clones of clones—and I don't even want to speculate on the kind of mutants those sorry sons of bitches would produce." He coughs into his fist.

	"You're assuming the clones wouldn't be able to reproduce. Sexually, that is," Jamison adds.

	"No clone ever has." My shoulders rise and fall. "Unless this Dr. Wong has advanced the procedure beyond what was possible twenty years ago."

	"Anything is possible." Willard laughs harshly. "I reckon that's something we should take into consideration. The rest of the planet didn't take a time-out while we were in deep hibernation. We're playing catch-up here, and that's a fact. Two decades behind the times. That about sums up our place in the world."

	"So let's say Hawthorne goes for it—this cloning option. What then?" Jamison frowns. "She wouldn't abandon us, now that she knows we're down here."

	"She says they can't wait anymore." Willard's eyes are glassy, staring vacantly at the carpet. "Sounds like things are not going well in paradise."

	"The UW natives getting restless?" Perch quips.

	Willard shrugs. He doesn't care about Eurasian problems. He has enough of his own. "I only know what she tells me. But it sounds like they've got their share of trouble across the ocean in that bubble-world of theirs."

	Another string of obscenities erupts from Perch. "Bunch of crybabies, if you ask me."

	"Nobody did," Jamison mutters.
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