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          ANTHONY TAULKE • ADX FLORENCE, COLORADO

        

      

    

    
      Packed snow crunched under Anthony Taulke’s prison-issued work boots.

      Forty-eight, forty-nine, fifty … turn.

      The repetition appealed to his engineer’s brain. Measuring the dimensions of his captivity brought an ironic sense of comfort to a man who controlled nothing about his present life.

      He faced due east, eighteen feet of shining steel fencing mere inches from the shoulder of his orange prison jumpsuit. Rolls of close-packed, serrated razor wire gleamed on the fence top above him. The prison yard was blanketed with knee-high, pristine snow. Anthony stepped forward.

      One, two, three…

      This was his twenty-sixth circuit today. He had no way to tell time accurately—the guards had deactivated his “rich man’s implant” and laughed when he’d asked for a set of data glasses.

      But he had the sun. And he had his feet.

      Forty-eight, forty-nine, fifty … turn.

      Anthony faced due north and continued his pacing.

      By his reckoning, it was around two p.m. on his seventy-fourth day of incarceration in ADX Florence, the Alcatraz of the Rockies. His prison was famous, like its richest inmate. His incarceration had proven a popular story on the YourVoice network for days until displaced by the latest weather disaster.

      An aircar swept through the secure traffic corridor in the western sky. He watched it disappear behind the concrete bulk of the massive prison complex. Corporate model, seven-seater Cadillac, probably had a built-in bar and buttery-soft leather seats. He closed his eyes, imagining himself inside the Cadillac wearing the latest fashion instead of this dirty jumpsuit. Sipping a drink while scanning the newsfeeds on his retinal display.

      Seventy-four days. Long enough for Teller to get reelected President of the United States. Anthony had seen that bit of news on the sole WorldNet screen in the cafeteria. Somehow, the bastard had even silenced the clamor of UN voices calling for his head. Prosecuted as a war criminal? Hell, they hadn’t even bothered to censure Teller. And here Anthony was, paying Teller’s check for him, hour after agonizing hour.

      He focused on the subtle crunch-squeak of his soles in the snow.

      The UN had bigger problems to solve, more immediate problems. Anthony had caught snippets of climate news from the WorldNet during meals. Beijing was one giant sand dune, millions of its residents buried alive. A section of the Mexican peninsula had been scalped by a hurricane, tens of thousands missing. The Congo was flooding. Paris was like a greenhouse, but Scotland was having its worst winter in recorded history as bomb cyclones hammered the Highlands.

      No rhyme, no reason—just freakish, extreme weather events that had some commentators proselytizing like street corner evangelists, claiming Mother Earth was settling the score for centuries of abuse at the hands of mankind.

      Yet in the United States, all was calm. Normal, even moderate weather prevailed in the lower forty-eight. Whoever was behind the weather changes—and it was a someone, the same someone who’d stolen Viktor Erkennen’s cryptokey from his lunar laboratory—their plan was obviously to isolate the United States from the United Nations. Whoever it was knew about politics and how to manage power dynamics. They knew if they just applied enough pressure, the UN collective would fracture into a world of separate nations, all fighting amongst themselves, each striving to protect its own people.

      A world in political chaos. Who would benefit from that?

      “Inmate!” The guard’s flat bark echoed in the prison yard. “Time’s up.”

      Anthony gazed toward the sun like a lover. Another twenty-three hours before he could be with her again.

      “Inmate! Now.”

      He stamped his feet on the doorstep and walked inside. The heavy steel door slammed behind him as the guard muttered his status into his headset. After an hour in the fresh air, the smell of the corridor was stale and industrial: part hospital, part machine shop. He stayed the regulation three paces ahead of the guard as he walked to his cell. Metal tumblers slid aside. Once Anthony was inside, the magnetic lock engaged with a loud shuck.

      How he missed his penthouse apartment in downtown San Francisco with its sweeping view of the Pacific and the inner calm it brought him. Here, the view was more … utilitarian. A narrow bed, steel toilet, sink, and small space of painted gray floor. If he stretched his arms, Anthony could almost touch the walls on either side of the cell.

      Thinking about it only made it worse. Routine was the friend who helped him pass the time. He dropped to the floor for his daily push-ups.

      One, two, three…

      Finally, his arms quivering, Anthony stood and stripped off his jumpsuit. The water in the sink was frigid. He soaked a scrap of washcloth and scrubbed his skin, starting at the top of his body. He shivered with cold, but at least it was a genuine feeling. Somewhere along the way, simply washing his skin had become an emotional experience all its own.

      Clack-clack.

      Two raps of a nightstick, the signal the guards used to warn him the door was about to open. Anthony hastily stood with his back against the far wall of the cell, hands in the open.

      “For God’s sake, put on your clothes,” the guard said. “No one wants to see that.”

      Anthony pulled his jumpsuit on, his mind racing. Why was the guard here? It wasn’t dinnertime yet. By his count, the return walk to the cell, push-ups, and a sponge bath should only take him halfway to dinner. This was unexpected, bordering on exciting.

      “Approach and present,” the guard said.

      Anthony shuffled forward, his forearms extended. The man clapped handcuffs on him, then stepped aside.

      Anthony exited the cell. A female guard he hadn’t met before waited. The woman had sharp eyes and thick, linebacker shoulders. Her nightstick was out.

      “Inmate,” she said, pointing her baton to the left. “Come with me.”

      Anthony complied, his pulse hammering. He’d never gone left before. From the day he’d arrived in the facility, he’d only ever entered and exited his cell from the corridor to the right. He felt a tiny thrill of excitement at the change, followed by a sense of self-pity at how his life had become so excruciatingly boring that simply turning left instead of right was enough to pique his interest.

      “Straight,” she said at the first intersection.

      The gray paint of the concrete floor dead-ended at a steel door. The woman flashed a badge and the magnetic lock clicked.

      “Open it,” she ordered.

      On the other side of the door, the hallway was carpeted. That reminder of luxury came unexpectedly, and Anthony had to fight the impulse to kneel down and stroke the softness.

      “Straight.”

      Where was she taking him, and why? Counting his steps helped calm his nerves.

      One, two, three…

      They passed doors with blue and white labels reading Interview Room followed by a number. The guard told him to stop at the fourth door.

      “You got thirty minutes, inmate. Make ’em count.”

      Anthony put his hand on the doorknob—a normal, round, metal doorknob!—and turned.

      A woman stood inside the room, her back to him. Over her shoulder, she said, “Surveillance is off, correct? This is a private meeting between Mr. Taulke and his lawyer.”

      The guard nodded. “Yes, ma’am. Per orders.” She prodded Anthony forward, then closed the door, leaving them alone.

      Anthony gasped as his memory of the woman’s voice clicked.

      “Adriana?”

      The head of the Rabh Conglomerate, the largest money management firm in the world, turned to face him. Anthony drank in the sight of a friendly face, the first tangible link to his old life he’d seen for seventy-four days.

      “Anthony, so good to see you again,” she said. She kissed his shocked face on both cheeks. “I’m getting you out of here.”

      Anthony blinked. “Wha…?” was all he managed to say.

      Adriana peered into his eyes. “What have they done to you? Drugs?”

      He shook his head slowly like a man drunk. He’d never realized Adriana’s eyes were such a rich, deep brown before, a shade of dark caramel with little gold flecks…

      She drew a hand back and slapped Anthony’s cheek. Hard. The sharp sting filled his cheek with heat. “Ow!”

      Adriana used her nails to dig into the loose material on the front of his jumpsuit. “Wake the fuck up, Anthony. I’m here to get you out, but you have to work with me.”

      “We’re short on time, Ms. Rabh,” said a voice behind her.

      A man dressed in a business suit stepped forward. He placed a briefcase on the table in the center of the room and snapped it open.

      “Anthony, meet Justin.” Adriana busied herself with the contents of the case.

      “Who?”

      “Don’t file his name away in long-term memory. He’s you, from now on,” Adriana replied. “He came in as your lawyer, and you’re leaving as him.”

      Justin removed his glasses, and his features immediately began to change. His jaw squared up, his temples lengthened. Lines accentuated his cheeks. The crow’s-feet around his eyes deepened.

      Before his very eyes, this man had become Anthony’s twin.

      “It’s the glasses,” Justin said. “They can alter your features for a short time. The glasses will make you look like I did when I walked in here. It’ll last long enough for you to get out.”

      Anthony moved forward to touch the man’s cheek.

      Adriana knocked his hand away. “You can play with yourself later, Anthony. We’ve got work to do.” She positioned Justin next to Anthony and inspected them side by side.

      “The plastic surgeon did a pretty good job,” she muttered, sizing up Justin.

      “You had him altered—to look like me?” Anthony asked.

      Adriana sighed. “Do I need to slap you again? Yes, it was necessary for him to pass as you for longer than a few minutes, so he had plastic surgery. He was paid very well for his part in our little masquerade.”

      “My family can afford to move inland now, and live in style to boot,” Justin said. “Put these on.”

      Adriana ran her fingers through Anthony’s hair, then drew them back in disgust, rubbing the grease between her fingertips. “You’ve gone gray, Anthony.” She selected a thin wand from the briefcase and painted Justin’s hair with streaks matching Anthony’s graying temples. After making an adjustment, she reversed the process with Anthony’s hair, darkening it. “Here,” she said to Justin, handing him a small bottle from the briefcase, “oil yourself up. You have to sell it.”

      She stepped back and pursed her lips, comparing the two. “Good.” She snapped her fingers. “Now, swap clothes.”

      He was out of his orange jumpsuit and prison-issued boxers before Justin had taken his pants off. Anthony slipped on Justin’s silk underwear, then his charcoal-gray trousers and cream-colored shirt. He pushed his arms through the lined sleeves of the suit jacket. The suit molded to his body like clothes were supposed to, instead of flapping against his naked skin like the jumpsuit.

      Anthony met Justin’s eyes and extended his hand. “Thank you.”

      The man taking his place gripped his hand. Anthony felt a sudden impulse to tell him all about his routine, the fifty steps in the prison yard, the push-ups, but Adriana interrupted by handing him the glasses.

      “Now for the finishing touch,” she said.

      He weighed them in his hand. They were heavy.

      “The latest in face-skinning tech,” Adriana explained. “It gets the job done, but very uncomfortable to wear for more than a few minutes.”

      “Hurts like hell.” Justin tapped his temple. “Massive headache.” The guy even sounded like Anthony. How many YourVoice videos of Taulke Industries events must Justin have watched to get his voice down so well? He felt a faint stirring of hope in his gut. This could work.

      “It takes about three minutes to map your existing features and then develop the composite projection,” Adriana said. “So chop-chop. We’re on the clock, Anthony.”

      He slipped the glasses on. An intense light pierced his pupils. He felt Justin grip his arm. “Don’t fight it,” his own voice told him. “It’ll just hurt more.”

      Anthony forced his eyelids open and stared at the light. Where the glasses touched his temples, he felt a tingling, then pain as his skin began reshaping itself. His stomach queased. It felt like worms crawling under his skin.

      “It’s working,” Adriana said in a tone like cool water. “The glasses stimulate your facial muscles, then fill in any gaps with holo-tech.”

      Painful minutes passed before she spoke again.

      “The process is settling down. How do you feel?”

      The skin on Anthony’s face ached, and his vision was veiled in a thin red haze. A headache was creeping up from the base of his skull.

      “I’m good.”

      “All right, then. Let’s move.” She pressed the button on the table, and the female guard appeared at the door. Justin stepped out of the room, turned, and was gone.

      The hope in Anthony’s belly blossomed.

      “We’re not done yet.” Adriana took his arm and steered him to the door on the opposite wall. They passed a security station and walked through a wide flagstone lobby, Adriana’s red-lacquered nails gripping Anthony’s bicep.

      Then, for the second time that day, Anthony tasted the sweetness of fresh air. The imposing concrete bulk of the Alcatraz of the Rockies loomed behind him. Through the thin soles of Justin’s leather loafers, he could feel every ice crystal in the snow-packed parking lot.

      He was walking away.

      When they reached Adriana’s Cadillac, she paused at the open door. Through the red veil of the face-skinning glasses, Anthony could see the invitingly soft seat cushions. The air wafting out of the cabin smelled like home.

      “You ride up front, dear,” Adriana purred. “You’re the help now, remember?”

      Anthony circled around the aircar and slid into the passenger’s seat. The driver nodded at him. “You can take them off now,” she said.

      He yanked off the glasses and massaged his temples. The aircar’s drive spun up.

      “They work well enough, but the side effects suck,” the driver said. “Hydration helps.” She handed him a pouch of water and Anthony drank it down. Real water, refined water. He hadn’t known he was so thirsty.

      “Thank you.” Behind closed eyes, purple-green blooms, remnants of the face-skinning tech, persisted in his vision.

      “No worries.”

      Anthony froze, finally placing the driver’s voice. He forced himself to open his eyes and look at her.

      Helena Telemachus, the woman who’d escorted him to the ADX Florence hellhole as Teller’s representative, grinned back at him. Her green eyes gleamed, and her elfin-sharp ears poked through her mop of dark hair.

      “H,” he managed to say. The warm hope in his gut dimmed. “What are you doing here?”

      She hissed out a sharp breath of derision. “You don’t think the queen back there put all this together on her own, do you?”

      Anthony gritted his teeth, trying to reconcile the pain from the face-skinning glasses, his joy at being free, and the desire to strangle the gallingly confident young woman sitting next to him.

      She draped a limp hand over the top of the steering wheel as the Cadillac climbed to its cruising altitude and leveled off.

      “You’re welcome for your freedom, Anthony. President Teller has a message for you: get your ass back to work and fix this weather shitstorm you created.”
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          MING QINLAO • LUNA CITY, THE MOON

        

      

    

    
      Ming Qinlao twisted her lithe frame in the narrow maintenance access tunnel and heaved on the wrench, leveraging her full body weight. The fitting turned another few degrees.

      “That’s good, Mary!” came the muffled voice of Alvin Rue, her supervisor, from the maintenance bay.

      Ming let the light Moon gravity slide her down the access tube. Accepting Alvin’s hand at the bottom, she stood up straight and stretched, feeling the vertebrae in her back pop in relief. The front of her jumpsuit was covered in a slimy substance Ming preferred to think of as unidentified until she could take a shower. Just a normal day working on the waste reclamation system in LUNa City, the United Nations’ first sustainable community on the Moon.

      Alvin was already packing the tools into the scooter they used to transit the vast sublunar maintenance bays.

      “Mary,” he said, using Ming’s assumed name, “I just don’t know what I’d do without you. That section has been a pain in my ass for the last six months.” She braced herself for the inevitable next sentence. “Those damned topside engineers couldn’t design their way out of an airlock with the instructions written on the inside of the door. Well, I’m ready for a drink!”

      Ming nodded, glad Alvin’s thirst for vodka had cut his storytelling short for once. He’d come to the Moon in his sixties to make a second career, living and working in the so-called Underworld beneath LUNa City that no one but maintenance crews ever visited. A vast honeycomb of caves and bays carved out of raw rock kept the growing lunar colony supplied with the essentials of existence: waste reclamation, water, air, power, and data. Few people wanted to work in the Underworld. What the techs called the “back alleys” were rough-hewn, dirty, smelly, and isolated.

      And that suited “Mary Wu” just fine. The best place to hide out was the place where no one else wanted to go looking for you.

      Alvin engaged the scooter, which lifted off the rocky, uneven tunnel floor. As the vehicle picked up speed, Alvin began an anecdote that only required the occasional grunt of acknowledgment from Ming.

      Less than a year ago, Ming had been one of those “damned topside engineers” Alvin so enjoyed taking to task. She had roamed the topside halls proudly, unafraid of who she was. Every day after lunch, she would venture onto the lunar surface to inspect the LUNa City dome—the greatest architectural achievement in mankind’s history, in her opinion.

      Now, Ming Qinlao was Mary Wu, Underworld technician and woman on the run.

      The Moon had proven a good place to hide. LUNa City contained more than eight thousand souls and, between the mining camps and the contract workers, consisted of a heavily transient population. Work was plentiful, the pay was decent, and recruiters were skilled at sensing—and avoiding—questions their clients didn’t want to answer. A perfect place to hide.

      Ming’s rational side liked to believe she had taken all those benefits into consideration when she fled to the Moon with her fourteen-year-old half-brother Ruben—now Rodney Wu—but the truth was, if she had done those calculations at all, it was subconsciously.

      Lily was here, that was the real reason. Ming had come home, plain and simple. She’d needed refuge and Lily had provided it.

      Rational Ming knew she might be placing Lily in real danger. Her Auntie Xi wanted the reins of power for Qinlao Manufacturing, and she’d stop at nothing to take them from Ming. Ming had seen on the YourVoice network how Xi had taken over QM following the disappearance of Ming, its rightful CEO. But the old bat couldn’t make it permanent unless Ming could be either physically brought before the board and voted out or declared dead with an official death certificate. Yes, anyone who stood between Xi and power was definitely in danger.

      So Ming grew her hair long, wore baggy jumpsuits, and avoided any places where she might possibly run into someone she knew from her prior life as a damn topside engineer.

      “Mary? You listening to me?” Alvin’s bushy gray eyebrows jutted out above his frown. “Girl, you zoned out. You taking drugs or something?”

      Ming rolled her eyes. “No, I’m not taking drugs, Alvin.” But it was an attractive idea—banishing her dark thoughts for even a little while. She’d probably even get away with it. Drugs, gambling, prostitution—all of it was legal so long as no one got hurt. Injury meant reduced construction efficiency, and the marshals, the local arm of UN enforcement, took a dim view of crimes against efficiency.

      “Do you want to pick up another shift?” The scooter jostled them both. “We can get a head start on that sorter at the recycling plant⁠—”

      “Sorry, boss,” she replied, shifting in the seat. “Gotta pick up my brother from school.”

      Alvin was silent for a moment. She could tell he was disappointed. He seemed to enjoy her company—or maybe he just enjoyed talking. “Okay, well, I’ll drop you at the stairs then.”

      Ming watched the tunnels fly by. Occasionally, she saw the dim glow of another maintenance crew at work, but the vast network of the Underworld was mostly empty. In contrast to the living quarters above, with their well-mapped geometries, these tunnels were dug on an as-needed basis, resulting in a rabbit’s warren of alcoves and winding passages. The perfect hiding place, if she ever needed one. As long as she had food and water, she could live down here for weeks, months, maybe forever.

      The scooter rolled to a stop next to the main staircase leading up to the habitat levels. Ming swung lightly to the ground and looked up at the forty levels between the alleys and proper society.

      Alvin nodded at her, his good humor returned. “Just think, Mary. We get do this all again tomorrow.”

      “And they even pay us for it,” Ming said, finishing their common farewell. “Have a drink for me.”

      “I’ll have two!” The old man’s laugh echoed in his wake.
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        * * *

      

      Ming took the stairs three at a time to the upper levels. She loved the freedom of low-gee, how strong it made her feel. The flip side of that sensation was her constant struggle to maintain muscle tone after months on the Moon. In her previous life as a LUNa City engineer, she’d been a regular at gravity rehab labs, but now the chance of meeting someone there who might recognize her was too great. Her daily work kept her arms and upper body in shape, but maintaining muscle tone in her legs required conscious effort.

      Lily had come up with the idea of teaching Ruben self-defense skills as a way for both him and Ming to work out. Four days a week, after she picked him up from school, they headed to one of the communal gyms for weight training and light sparring.

      Ming bounded up the steps, but her mind refused to let her body simply enjoy its exercise. Her revived relationship with Lily was severely strained, but—to her surprise—not broken. Lily had not taken another partner after Ming’s rejection. Whenever Lily probed about Ming’s romantic status, Ming stayed silent or changed the subject. She had no desire to hurt Lily and even less to sully the image of Sying in her own memories.

      A young couple, newly minted engineers by the sound of their banter, made way for Ming, who leaped past them on the stairs. Their easy familiarity tugged at her conscience, and she pumped her legs harder.

      She needed Lily. Pretending to be Mary Wu, a nobody technician, was hard, a prick at her family pride. Every time she assumed Mary’s persona, Ming felt like a little bit of her own personality was leaching away.

      Lily stopped that bleeding. When she was with Lily, Ming felt like she was back to a simpler time in her life, a place where she was not a CEO and had no desire to know her estranged father. In that existence, there had been only two people in her life: Lily and herself. A perfectly balanced dyad of love and trust.

      She and Lily were sleeping together again, but it was a move of convenience more than intimacy. There was one double bed and one sofa in the apartment, and Ruben had claimed the sofa so he could fall asleep playing vidgames on weekends.

      Sometimes, after he was sound asleep on school nights, Lily reached across the small chasm afforded by the double bed to touch her back. Sometimes, Ming responded to her touch.

      Was it wrong? Lily always seemed to want to go back to the way they were, and Ming needed to feel alive again, so they both got what they wanted—if only for a while. They gave to each other and they took, and that was how they existed. For now.

      The data glasses hummed in her pocket, indicating an incoming call. Ming topped the landing and stopped to catch her breath. She cast her eyes down at twenty-eight flights of metal stairs climbed. Her thighs throbbed, her calves burned.

      The glasses vibrated again. Ming put them on and saw Lily was calling. She had to eye-scan the toggle on the cheap device twice before Lily’s face appeared.

      “Hey, sweetie,” Ming said in her cheeriest voice. “I’m on my way⁠—”

      But Lily’s eyes were wide with panic and tears streaked her cheeks. She fiddled with a lock of blonde hair behind her right ear, a clear sign of agitation for her.

      “What’s the matter?”

      “Rodney—” Lily’s eyes cut to the right, letting Ming know there was someone else listening in on the call. “Rodney got picked up by security. He hurt another kid.” She lowered her voice. “They have him in lockup.”

      Ming cursed, a slew of fear rushing through her mind. If they scanned his biometrics into the legal system and uploaded them through an Earth-based connection … no doubt Auntie Xi had bots trolling every data stream in the known universe. …

      “You’re his legal guardian, Mi—Mary. They won’t release him to me.”

      Ignoring her aching legs, Ming began taking the stairs four, five steps at a time. “I’m on my way. Stay there.”

      When she reached the neighborhood levels, she had to muscle her way through the crowds coming off the freight elevators. Shift change.

      Ming reached the level 16 security station and took a moment to catch her breath. Sweaty, dirty, her hair a bird’s nest of tangles, she didn’t exactly present the picture of a responsible guardian, but she had to get her brother free before they scanned him into the system.

      This far down in the colony, the station was no more than a two-man outpost: one marshal on local patrol, another on desk duty. The station itself was one room with a desk and a single chair, the back half partitioned off by a transparent plastic wall. Lily occupied the chair, the officer the desk. Ruben slumped against the back wall of the cell. He avoided Ming’s piercing glare.

      Lily jumped up and seized Ming’s hand, dragging her forward until Ming’s thighs touched the front of the desk. “This is Marshal Timmer, Mary. He picked up Rodney for fighting.”

      Ming offered the marshal her hand and the exasperated expression of an adult long past the limit of her patience.

      Timmer’s gaze took in her dirty hand and dirtier jumpsuit before giving her a perfunctory shake using only the tips of his fingers. He was young, only a few years older than Ruben, and his eyes kept flitting to Lily.

      “You’re the boy’s guardian?” he asked, frowning.

      “I am,” Ming said, adding a touch of regret to her tone. “Can I see my brother?”

      “He put another boy in the infirmary with a broken nose, ma’am. That’s a serious offense. If the boy had been of working age⁠—”

      “He was being bullied, Marshal,” Lily offered. Ming did her best to hide her surprise at Lily’s tone. That was her girlfriend’s—ex-girlfriend’s, she reminded herself—seduction voice. Lily leaned over the desk.

      The disgusted expression on Timmer’s face gave way to appreciation. He licked his lips.

      “That other boy has bullied my friend’s brother at school. Every day. Terrible things, racist stuff.” Lily settled one buttock on the desk. She glanced down at the 3-D nameplate. “I heard the other officer call you Nate. Can I call you Nate?”

      Timmer cleared his throat. “Um … sure.”

      Ming backed away from the desk, letting Lily take over.

      “Look, Nate, Rodney is a good kid. He won’t do this again. Do you think maybe you could talk to the boy’s mother about not being such a racist? This is a UN city, after all.” Lily flipped her blonde hair behind her ear.

      Ming tried not to gape. Lily was hair-flipping this guy?

      “Rodney’s had a tough time. Not a lot of good role models”—Lily slewed her eyes toward Ming’s dirty jumpsuit—“especially male role models. And it’s hard when people call you names like that. Mary and I will make sure he knows that violence is not a proper response to name-calling. I’ll keep you updated on his progress. Personally.”

      Nate busied his hands rearranging the items on his desk. “Well, it’s a first offense, and he is a minor, and no workers were taken offline as a result of the injury.” He squared his shoulders. “But he broke the other kid’s nose. His parents are⁠—”

      Lily put her hand on Nate’s bicep. “I’ll talk to them. I’ll be honest—I plan to give them a piece of my mind about the name-calling. I’ll let you know how it goes, okay?”

      Ming watched the gears whirring in the marshal’s head, though his eyes were focused on Lily’s cleavage. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d seen this side of Lily.

      Marshal Timmer pressed a button on his desk, and the clear steel of the cell door slid aside. Ruben stepped out, head down. Ming seized his arm, pulling him toward the door. “You and I need to have a talk.” When she looked back, Lily was leaning across the narrow desk typing her net address into Timmer’s tablet, her head practically touching the marshal’s.

      Ming paused in the doorway, looking back into the security station. When she was that close, Lily smelled like jasmine and musk, a scent that still made Ming quiver. Lily’s low laugh, throaty and suggestive, wafted toward them. Ming tightened her grip on Ruben’s arm.

      “Hey! Ow! I’m sorry, okay?”

      Rational Ming knew Lily had just helped them out of a jam that could have been a whole lot worse. More to the point, the woman Ming had loved—then discarded, then come back to looking for safe harbor—had just pimped herself out to save Ming and her half-brother, whom Lily had known for all of a few months.

      An emotion Ming hadn’t felt in a long time rushed through her.

      “Stop!” Ruben was trying to pry his arm free. Ming released him.

      Lily extracted herself from Timmer’s attentions and turned toward the door. Her face was flushed as her eyes found Ming’s.

      Ming stepped into the crowded hallway outside the station, breathing deeply. She finally put a name to the feeling slithering around inside her.

      Jealousy.
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          WILLIAM GRAVES • HAVEN 6, BLUE EARTH, MINNESOTA

        

      

    

    
      As the aircar pulled through the ’lock on Haven 6, Colonel William Graves blinked at the bright sunlight flooding the windows. His vehicle rose swiftly into the cloudless sky above Blue Earth, Minnesota. Beyond the half-kilometer security perimeter circling the dome, people dotted the landscape as far as he could see. The full spectrum of humanity—from rich to poor, from young to old, from every culture and ethnicity—spread out across the expanse of the empty prairie. They’d arrived in everything from expensive aircars to ancient gasoline-powered automobiles. Some slept in campers, some in tents, and some on the frozen ground—wherever they could find a warm, dry place to lay their heads. Not easy to do in December in Minnesota.

      They all wanted one thing: to get inside the dome.

      Haven 6 receded until the massive structure was no more than a shiny blister on the prairie.

      “How many of those people you think will get in, sir?” Captain Jansen asked. She looked as tired as he felt, and her dark skin had an ashen undertone. They’d both barely averaged four hours of sleep a night for the last few months. Probably less for her, since whenever he woke up and entered the command center, she always seemed to be there already.

      “Not enough,” he replied. As commanding officer of the US Army Disaster Mitigation Corps, there was one part of the job he was never able to get away from. Whether it was drought in Phoenix, wildfires in California, a hurricane in Miami, or whatever the hell he was doing in Blue Earth, there was always one common denominator: he was never able to help enough people.

      “Not your call, sir,” Jansen said quietly.

      He knew she was right, but that didn’t help. He had control over the crew, not the civilians. There was an entirely separate admissions division, operating under their own set of rules that seemed focused on a person’s genetics. The mission of the Havens was to act as a vehicle for the preservation of humanity. Volunteers from all counties and ethnicities, known as Pioneers, needed to be willing to cut all ties with their past and live inside a self-sustaining silo for the next century. When the siloes opened again, there would be a new generation to pick up the pieces.

      When he’d first heard of the idea, Graves had dismissed it as science fiction. Now, with Earth’s climate in full crisis, he wasn’t so sure.

      He slipped off his data glasses and pinched the bridge of his nose. Unsolicited, Jansen handed him a stim tablet. He accepted it, too tired to even say thank you. She knew he had a briefing to read before they arrived in Washington, DC.

      “How’s your family, Jansen? They okay in all this?”

      All this that I’ve caused was what he wanted to say. The world-saving bio-seeding technology that he’d released across Mother Earth had backfired spectacularly. Graves had given the order to launch the missiles that deployed those billions of tiny nanites now manipulating the world’s atmosphere. The power of those man-made mites was still unfathomable to him: entire cities buried under sand, storms wiping out entire population centers with near-surgical precision, polar vortexes putting areas in deep freeze…

      “There’s only my brother left now, sir,” Jansen said, bringing him back to the moment. “Parents passed a few years ago. We don’t talk much. He lives in Georgia—inland, of course.”

      “Is he a candidate for a Haven? There’s one in Arkansas he could apply for. I could look into it.”

      Jansen shook her head. “Don’t think so, sir. He says he’s not going to hide in a dome. If the world ends, he says, so be it. He’s just going to meet it head on.”

      Graves turned back to the window. Not a bad headline philosophy, but shortsighted. When that time came, those thousands of people on the Minnesota prairie outside Haven 6 would become hordes. His job was logistics; he knew exactly how many people the Havens could hold.

      Not enough.

      The seven Havens located around the country were a marvel of engineering. To call them domes was a misnomer; they were actually silos. Like LUNa City on the Moon, the domed part of a Haven was only the top floor, the penthouse of a much taller, cylindrical society extending deep underground.

      They were century ships, time capsules for humanity. Once the airlocks were sealed, the entire structure was designed to be completely self-sustaining for one hundred years. Air, water, food, and all the other essentials of life had to be generated from within the structure itself. Together, the selected passengers in each Haven—the Pioneers—would form an insulated society: a new civilization for a new Earth, if that eventuality came to pass.

      Graves’s domain spanned levels 1 through 36: living quarters, provisions, and logistics for three thousand souls, a Haven’s capacity. His mission ended at the security airlock on deck 36. Though he knew there were levels below, he had no idea how many. For all he knew, there were another thirty-six levels and another Colonel Graves provisioning them as a backup. In spite of himself, he grinned at the idea of an alter ego doing the exact same job as him in a parallel universe below his own. That guy was probably just as tired as he was.

      The most intriguing part of his mission was the line in his orders that read “proceed without regard to financial constraints.” In his twenty-seven years in the US Army, in postings all over the globe, he had never before been given that kind of latitude. But Graves was nothing if not a soldier who knew how to follow orders, so he did exactly as his mission specified.

      Perhaps he’d taken his orders too literally and he was being called to Washington for an ass-chewing of epic proportions. Maybe it’s what he deserved. While the world had fixed its crosshairs of blame on President Teller and Anthony Taulke, they’d somehow forgotten about Colonel William Graves, the guy who had pushed the button, the officer in charge who executed the president’s launch order.

      Night after night, he relived that scenario in his dreams: the garbled phone call, the last-minute loss of communications. He’d done what the president ordered, Graves told himself. Twenty-seven years of unswerving military service had brought him to that moment.

      He was only following orders.

      But that was the problem: he never actually got the order. He’d heard the president’s speech and knew the intent, but when push came to shove, he never actually heard the Commander in Chief say the words.

      And he launched anyway. Now, people all over the world were dying because of his actions. He could have held the launch, reestablished communications with Washington, confirmed the orders. Given the chance, would Teller have changed his mind?

      The aircar reached the transcontinental air-bahn, and the powerful craft trembled as it accelerated to top speed.

      Graves tried to reset his mental state. The past was unchangeable. The only thing to do was to move forward and execute the next set of orders to the best of his ability.

      He put his data glasses back on and pulled up the top secret briefing. The device automatically read his biometrics and opened the file for the report titled “Global Military Assessment.” He skimmed the executive summary:

      The US Intelligence Community is united in its view that military forces of the major powers—namely the People’s Republic of China, the Russian Confederation, and the African National Coalition—are under intense internal pressure to take aggressive, unilateral action against the United States for its role in the disastrous bio-seeding experiment called the Lazarus Protocol. US bases outside the continental US are on full lockdown. Nonessential personnel are being evacuated.

      The source of the internal strife within these potential aggressor states is unknown. There are unconfirmed reports that the New Earth Order, colloquially called the Neos, are behind this agitation. There are also rumors of a Neo communications channel undetectable to known methods of surveillance. While we stress that these claims are speculative, field commanders are advised to minimize access to highly sensitive operational information by followers of the New Earth Order.

      Graves stopped reading and leaned back against the headrest.

      “Jansen, how many Neos do we have on staff?”

      She peered at him over the rim of her own data glasses. “On your immediate staff, sir, there’s only one. Second Lieutenant Hokum. Just transferred in last week.”

      “Let’s put Hokum on temporary duty somewhere outside the main Haven operation. And go through the rest of the military personnel, move any Neos out of the Haven.”

      “Yes, sir.” Her eyes held a questioning look, but she said nothing. She knew he’d tell her when he was ready.
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        * * *

      

      Their aircar landed gently outside the staff entrance to the Pentagon. Since Lazarus had launched, protestors marched regularly on the seats of power in Washington, from the White House to the Capitol to the Pentagon itself. In response, a broad security perimeter had been cleared around the military headquarters. After the briefing he had just read, Graves expected that perimeter to widen and harden with armed outposts.

      While he understood the military necessity of the precautions, the situation gave Graves pause. Somewhere in a long-ago West Point history class, he recalled a quote about the right to protest in a free society.

      Graves dismissed the feeling. He was outfitting a modern-day Noah’s ark with the ability to save an infinitesimal segment of his country’s population. Maybe he should save his self-righteousness for another time.

      Their biometrics cleared before they reached the building and two MPs held open the doors for him and Jansen. They joined the throng of foot traffic in the halls of the famous military building, making their way quickly to the innermost ring and the bank of elevators that would take them to the secure underground levels. When they reached the meeting room, Jansen opened the door and Graves marched in.

      The briefing room was empty save for a man lounging in an office chair.

      He stood when Graves entered and extended his hand in greeting. “Colonel, good to see you again.” With bared teeth, the man reminded Graves of a shark before it took the big bite. His guard went up instantly.

      The man who’d first briefed them on Operation Haven some months earlier seemed determined to shake Graves’s hand. He and Jansen had nicknamed the unnamed man Mr. Slick after his clothing. The man’s suit, just like at that initial meeting, shifted colors subtly when he moved, from navy blue to smoky onyx to charcoal gray. Had he even changed clothes since then?

      “You look disappointed to see me, Colonel.”

      “I don’t know you well enough to be disappointed,” Graves replied. Mr. Slick finally dropped his hand. “I take it from your presence here this isn’t a budget meeting?”

      The man’s laugh was friendly but forced. “You don’t miss a thing, Colonel. I thought it was time for another chat.” He gestured at the open chairs.

      Graves sat. His back did not touch the chair. “What is it you want exactly?”

      “Things have progressed, Colonel. It’s time you knew the rest of the Haven story.”

      “Like what’s beyond deck thirty-six, you mean?”

      Slick’s face became thoughtful. “Maybe I should ask what you think is beyond thirty-six.”

      Jansen answered instead. “It’s a power plant.”

      The man in the multicolored suit clapped twice. “Very good, Captain. But a power plant for what?” When neither officer offered a guess, he pointed at the ceiling.

      Graves’s stomach tightened with anger. This guy, obviously a covert ops agent, was playing some stupid game while people were dying out there. He slapped his hand on the table. “I don’t have time for this cloak-and-dagger crap. Tell me your name and get to the point of why we’re here.”

      What might have been genuine emotion flitted across Slick’s features. “Your passion is a credit, Colonel Graves. It’s that fire and dogged determination that’ll be needed if⁠—”

      “Name. Now.”

      “You can call me Smith.”

      The small victory let just enough air out of Graves’s fury for him to regain control of his emotions. The name was bullshit, but it was a name at least.

      “Fine, Mr. … Smith. How about you cut the crap and tell us what’s so important we couldn’t do this over secure comms?”

      “We’re not sure there’s any such thing as ‘secure comms’ anymore, Colonel.”

      Graves took that in. Coupled with the report he’d just read, it was a chilling thought.

      Smith cleared his throat. “The Haven Project began over thirty years ago. It was started under the National Science Foundation as a way to study environments in isolation, sort of like the old bio-dome experiments, but on steroids. The sites were carefully selected away from major population centers, areas where we could closely monitor access and build the domes without attracting attention. Once the initial domes were erected, they became part of the natural environment—another big government project—and people just stopped seeing them.”

      “But they were more than just another big government project,” Graves guessed.

      Smith nodded. “Much more. Over the course of decades, we excavated the land under the domes to create a self-sustaining underground silo structure.”

      Jansen leaned forward. “How many levels are there really?”

      “Forty-two.”

      Graves chewed his lip. Six levels would comprise nearly two hundred feet, maybe more. That was one massive power plant.

      “That’s not all,” Smith said with a humorous flare in his voice.

      “Do tell.” Graves let his sarcasm show.

      “There’s a new type of drive, called a GEMDrive. The full name: GravElectro-Magnetic Drive. The eggheads say that means you fly a ship in space while providing compensating gravity inside the vessel. Basically, it means you can accelerate without getting squashed like a bug.”

      Graves shot a glance at Jansen, who had discipline enough to keep her teeth together. Graves held up a hand. “Back up. You said drive and ship and space. Are you telling me Havens are able to fly? Like spaceships?”

      Smith’s expression lightened. “Exactly like spaceships, Colonel. But wait, there’s more.” He called up an image on his tablet and pushed the device across the table.

      Graves and Jansen looked at the tablet together. It cycled through pictures of an Earthlike planet hanging in the blackness of space.

      “It’s an exoplanet, four light-years away, give or take, in the Proxima Centauri system. Nine years ago, we sent a probe drone, and we found a planet there that’s everything we could have hoped for. Breathable air, clean water, temperate climate, and uninhabited. The gravity’s a little heavier than Earth’s, but we’ll adapt. It’s just sitting there waiting for us to colonize it.”

      Graves stared at the images of the planet. “What’s its name?”

      A new planet, unpolluted, untouched by human hands. A global Mulligan for the human race. Do it right this time.

      “The scientists call it Proxima b,” Smith said. His tone was soft.

      “What are we calling it?” Jansen asked. Her eyes were glued to the images cycling across the tablet.

      Smith smiled. “Haven.”
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