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I: There Is No Storm
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The terrorist was placing explosives on the pipeline. The spy could see him clearly in the pool of yellow cast by the overhead lights.

The CIA agent drew her sidearm. Its smart bullets should be able to hit the target even at this distance. The target in question was a man called Sellers: an unassuming person whose most striking features were his large ears. His colleagues poked fun at them behind his back.

She’d trailed him from the oil storage site, something in his behavior seeming off to her. After a month undercover at the facility on the Scottish coast near Aberdeen she knew most of the site’s workers, knew their routines, knew when one of them was acting out of character. She hadn’t suspected Sellers capable of acts against the state like this. He’d fooled her, and that hurt her professional pride.

She edged farther around the corner of the port building adjacent to the pipeline, aiming her weapon. The port where the pipeline terminated was controlled by the US; it was where the tankers picked up the crude oil and transported it across the Atlantic to American refineries. She had caught Sellers in the act. He was an eco-activist, intent on sabotaging the oil supply. He must think he was saving the planet. That’s what activists usually claimed.

Her mission as a CIA case officer was to identify subversive elements and provide that information to teams that would handle the messy business of capturing or killing the terrorists. There wasn’t time for that now. In urgent situations, she had broad authority to protect the interests of the state.

Nothing about the CIA process was unusual by modern standards. Most everywhere employed people like her. Governments around the globe felt the same way as Uncle Sam. Maybe there would have been a fig leaf of handwringing in calmer times, say a hundred years back. Not now. Not when every day was a struggle against some new conspiracy, some neophyte outfit trying to tear down the way of life the United States worked so hard to keep going. These days it paid to stamp on the first sign of trouble. It was an attitude that had caught on faster than a forest fire, even in parts of the world that had boasted the most about cherishing gentler philosophies.

She squinted through the handgun’s holo-assisted sights. Strange. Sellers was sitting on the gravel of the port’s ground. He was holding his head in his hands, the bag containing the rest of the charges by his feet. 

In the dark sky behind him, she saw the distant light of a rocket flare: a momentary distraction of no importance. It must be a launch from a mobile platform, one of the pads that moved about the Atlantic, staying ahead of the storms that wrecked land-based rocket sites too often for them to be practical. Just another uncrewed mission to replace a damaged section of solar sunshade. The sunshield was off in space somewhere. The L1 Lagrangian point, if she remembered right. A wide expanse of ultra-thin films that formed a parasol, keeping the Earth safe. She’d learned about its construction in school. Project Erebos. It had required a launch a day for ten straight years. Uncle Sam’s gift to the human race. And it was the United States of America that kept it functioning when pieces drifted out of place or suffered impact damage. It was the Party’s greatest achievement: the solution that had saved the world. 

While all that was true, it was also old news. She was here for Sellers, not to gawp at the faint glow of a routine rocket blasting off.

The spy crept closer. Sweat beaded her brow. Despite the early November evening, it was ninety degrees Fahrenheit. Another winter heat wave. Summer had felt year-round ever since the start of the twenty-second century. A thin drizzle began to fall; warm droplets dampening the thin fabric of her blouse.

She barked an order at the terrorist. “Don’t move.”

He didn’t answer.

Maybe it was the oppressive warmth getting to her, the air hotter than her body; she could feel her temper fraying. She stepped out from cover and moved closer still, her gun trained on him every inch of the way.

At this distance, she could see inside his duffel bag. It was packed with enough plastic explosives to take out the entire network of pipes at the port. That would cause massive disruption to US operations.

“You are an enemy of the state,” she called. “I am placing you under arrest. Get down on the ground. Do it, or I will open fire.”

Still, he remained frozen, unresponsive.

She risked tapping her wristband, triggering the preset to her supervisor. Senior Case Officer Elliott White picked up on the fifth soft pinging sound. “Sorry to disturb you, sir.” She kept her pistol aimed at her target as she spoke. “I have the suspect.”

Her superior’s smug expression hovered near the pistol grip, projected from the wristband. She hated using a holo-display on calls, finding it more distracting than simple audio. Her superior insisted on seeing who he was talking to, though. He seemed confused by her report. “You know who it is?”

“I mean I caught him placing the explosives. It’s Sellers.”

“That non-entity? I’m on my way.” Elliott cut the connection. She knew her supervisor would trace her location through her all-purpose wristband. The CIA mission office was in a disused building a couple of miles along the main road. Backup would arrive soon.

Sellers continued to ignore her. She tried a firmer tone. “I told you to get down on the ground. I will shoot.” She stepped closer.

Twenty paces from him, she saw a glint of metal tucked into a pants pocket: the telltale angles of a pistol. Sellers was armed.

“My head,” he said at last. “It won’t stop hurting.”

“Face down on the ground right now, or I shoot.” She put every ounce of authority she possessed into the command. He was already sitting—stretching out flat shouldn’t be that much of a challenge for him.

“It’s the headache that doesn’t stop.” He pulled his hands away from an anguished face. She met his gaze. “Don’t you know what’s happening?”

“You’re dying,” she spat, “that’s what’s happening.”

He wasn’t going to surrender. She pulled the trigger.

Ten minutes later, Elliott was at the port, a political officer in tow. The Patriot Party’s representatives were everywhere, ensuring ideological purity. This favored son of the Party appeared very happy with what he saw. 

Her supervisor was likewise ecstatic. “You saved the pipeline,” he told her, a smile gracing his chiseled features. “You’re a hero.”

She mumbled a “Yes, sir.”

Her eyes couldn’t tear themselves from the sight of Sellers’s blood. He’d reacted the strangest way when she’d shot him.

He’d smiled, as if welcoming death. As if knowing something she didn’t.

Her supervisor was talking, boasting of her skills to the political officer. She realized she’d missed most of it. 

“Plenty of opportunities for case officers like her, that’s for sure. The Patriot Party rewards loyalty like this. You mark my words, she’s going far.” He chuckled. “Creature of a thousand identities, that’s her. Her next one will be... Valerie, I think. Yeah, Valerie Alice Quint. That’s got a nice ring to it.” 

He glanced at her, looking like a fashion model in his preppy cotton jacket. The man was immaculate no matter how hot it got. “How does that sound to you?”

She replied, “Just fine.” 

Far as she was concerned, who she was didn’t matter.

#
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The billionaire sent one of his boats to collect Valerie from the New Jersey pier. There was a polite crewmember on the launch dressed as an old-fashioned chauffeur, who introduced herself as Margot. She was mainly for show; the boat drove itself. Margot did stow Valerie’s bags for the short transfer, so she wasn’t completely ornamental.

The sleek launch took twelve minutes to cut through the choppy sludge of Newark Bay. Margot chattered all the while, barely pausing for breath and managing all the while to never say much of consequence. She spent more than a few seconds dwelling on the strangeness of the patch of water where they were headed—Mariners Harbor—lacking an apostrophe in its name. She contrived to find other topics even less consequential.

A few new jetties and warehouses jutted up from the edges of the slate gray water, built farther inland where the ground was at a higher elevation. Most of Port Newark’s old twenty-first-century waterfront was submerged, abandoned to the rapacious grasp of the ocean. Not everything could be rebuilt, not even in a modern twenty-second-century city so awash with cash. They were running out of space on the west side of the bay, cramped up against the edges of an airport too big to move.

Every few seconds, Valerie heard a soft thump: the boat colliding with objects in the obscurity of the bay’s murk. 

Margot noticed her concern. “Dead fish. Floating on the surface.”

The crewmember’s accent was a weird mixture of Britisher and somewhere-in-South-America, as if she’d lived in many countries. Her light brown skin tone reminded Valerie of the tawny summertime hue of a sundrenched deer in her native Boise. “Didn’t realize the bay was that polluted.”

“It’s complicated.” Valerie waited for Margot to elaborate. She didn’t, instead lapsing into an uncomfortable silence. Remaining quiet seemed a challenge for her, so Valerie could only assume she was under instructions to steer clear of certain topics. 

In the absence of conversation, Valerie wondered what was killing the fish. The only headlines related to the environment at the moment were the ones about recent air quality alerts—the usual factors now complicated by the burning of the last of the Canadian forests. Stupid trees. Damn things were more trouble than they were worth if the Canucks couldn’t stop them from catching on fire.

On reflection, she didn’t see how bad air and a bunch of piscine corpses could be linked. The issues with air quality were a temporary inconvenience, nothing more. Government announcements were clear on that. Bad Air Days caused unimportant headaches soon cured by a pain pill, and the Patriot Party administration had a plan to fix the issue which they intended to release any day now. 

Thiago Castillo’s yacht was moored in the deep waters off Mariners Harbor. Four hundred meters in length, ten stories above the main deck in height, glistening white, bristling with antennas, equipped with radar and sonar, boasting a row of docks at its rear—it was the mutant offspring of a yacht and a cruise liner. Other than the docks for the launches, of which it had several, the yacht was sealed tight. 

Valerie saw robot welders closing up the last of the balconies, dragging large pieces of transparent polymer composite into place. The material was lightweight, flexible, and stronger than steel. It was the same stuff the US army used for body armor. Castillo was preparing his mobile home and global business headquarters for something. War, by the looks of it. 

A hollow-cheeked woman with a pallid complexion and blond hair tied back in a severe bun was waiting for Valerie at the rear of the ocean-going fortress. The boat moored itself and the blond woman stepped forward. “Welcome to the Clean Sweep,” she said in an upper-class New England accent dripping with private school privilege. “I’m Emma Rain. You must be Valerie Alice Quint. Pleasure to have you aboard. Mr. Castillo will see you now.” 

Valerie reminded herself of her cover identity and nodded. She felt her mass of unkempt hair shift with the movement. Like her calf-length frilled skirt, it was longer than normal for her. All part of the look. Writerly. Or what the agency thought writers looked like.

Christmas music wafted from the vessel’s interior. Something about chestnuts and an open fire. The choice of entertainment seemed odd. It wasn’t even Thanksgiving. Stores might blare out seasonal tunes half the year, but it was unusual to hear the like in a private residence in mid-November.

To the launch’s custodian, Emma said, “Have Ms. Quint’s luggage taken to her stateroom and confirm the stern is secure for departure. We lift anchor in ten minutes.”

“We’re going somewhere?” Valerie asked. Even in the haven of her own thoughts, she thought of herself as Valerie, and would for as long as she inhabited the role. All the better to avoid giving herself away. It helped that her assumed first name rhymed with her true one.

“International waters,” said Rain. “We have a few dozen of our autonomous submersibles to rendezvous with and we don’t want to divert them any more than we have to. The work never ends, you know.” She paused, a look of grief flitting across her features. For a second, Valerie thought Emma was going to say something. Then, the woman shook her head, and the moment was lost. 

“You said to bring clothes for a few days. I assumed we were going to float along the coast. I didn’t know we were leaving the States.” They were the objections of the writer she was supposed to be. The real her had anticipated Castillo would head for open water. All the better to hide what he was doing.

“If you grow tired of our company, we can drop you off in London after finishing the Atlantic leg of our trip. Mr. Castillo will happily have you flown back to New York on his private jet.”

The Atlantic leg of the trip? How far away were the submersible drones? “I didn’t bring my passport.”

Rain narrowed her eyes. “Oh, yes, America still uses physical passports. The authorities in London won’t require one. They’ll process your biometrics, and you’ll land at a private airstrip in the States where no one will check your paperwork. It’ll be fine.” Her pronunciation was so punctilious Valerie could almost hear the commas.

“I forgot. The rules don’t apply to the rich.”

Rain shrugged. “I fail to see why that matters.”

“Remind me. What do you do for Castillo?”

She answered as she walked toward the hatch leading to the yacht’s interior. There was an observation deck above it, handy for seeing threats coming. “I’m his chief scientific advisor. I track how well our drones are doing.”

So that was why she was so miserable. Cleaning the seas was a labor without end.

#
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Valerie ran through everything she knew about the billionaire as Rain led her to the famous man.

Castillo’s parents had made their fortune from Ocean Cleaning Drones. Doctors of the sea, the two pioneers had called themselves, on a quest to cure the oceans of the disease of pollution. The media of western nations, by contrast, fixated on how the seagoing robots were unceasingly single-minded and, when their name was translated into English, had the acronym OCD. How that amused them. The Castillo clan were rather more concerned with microscopic particles of plastic insinuating their way into aquatic food chains.

In the early years, the robots scooped up large, obvious waste items: floating masses of trash in rivers and along coastlines. Municipal and state governments were willing to pay to keep tourist-spot beaches and waterways unspoiled. When oil tankers, which never seemed to quite slip into obsolescence, ran into trouble, drones were flown in as the first line of defense, intercepting spills before they reached land. These lawsuit-averting efforts were not only a considerable cost saving for the oil companies they were also wildly profitable for the Castillos.

As the technology improved, the machines became capable of operating for weeks on end, recharging while deployed by unfurling solar panels. They graduated to touring the open seas, initially seeking out big targets, such as the Great Pacific Garbage Patch, and then lesser ones, like clusters of trash lurking in the Caribbean Sea, before graduating to smaller and smaller pieces of non-biodegradable refuse. By the turn of the twenty-second century, the Castillo parents had passed on the torch to their son. Now, in 2127, their family-owned company possessed a fleet of over two hundred thousand self-guiding aquatic drones, each one sieving the seas of the world clean of contaminants.

It occurred to Valerie that such a large number of drones could be used in any number of ways, most of them not in the interests of the United States. The possibility was not lost on her superiors, either. 

“He’s in here,” announced the hollow-cheeked scientist, pausing at a hatchway. The Christmas song was still playing, piped throughout the yacht. “This is the cabin he uses as his office. He’s expecting you.”

Valerie was glad to stop, even for a moment. Her breathing was labored for some reason. She’d have to work on her physical fitness after she completed her mission. “You’re not coming in?”

“No. There are other calls on my time.”

Valerie was surprised by how trusting Rain was being. No matter how convincing Valerie’s faked credentials were, the scientist was exhibiting a curious lack of concern over security.

Rain must have sensed something was amiss. “You’ll be okay. Thiago can be a little intimidating, but he’s a good man. There’s no need to be nervous.”

“Yes, you’re right, of course.” The words fell smoothly from Valerie’s mouth. 

She put aside her unease and opened the metal hatch.

#
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Thiago Castillo was looking at numbers. The digits swam across a broad hologram projected above his semi-circular desk. The data seemed to be related to atmospheric readings, as far as Valerie could tell.

The silver-maned gentleman emerged from behind his desk to greet Valerie. He pumped her hand with a surfeit of enthusiasm, his white teeth flashing in a wide smile. Swallowed within his grip, she saw her own hand was a sun-seared mass of pink in comparison to his deep brown tan. 

“I’m so excited to have you here. Thank you for finding the time to humor an old man.” His English was excellent, with no more than the slightest trace of his Argentinian accent.

“The honor is mine,” Valerie assured him. “It’s not often such a high-profile subject requests my services.” Her agency had toiled over her back-story, making her as attractive a candidate as possible for what Castillo wanted. He’d taken the bait and Valerie was now in the perfect position to discover his true intentions.

His watery eyes narrowed as emotions flitted across his features. Was that embarrassment she saw? Uncertainty?

He turned away, returning to his chair, and Valerie was left with an impression of an honest man caught in a lie. Her job was to deceive—she was adept at knowing when others were playing the same game. Strange how talking about what she could do for him had elicited such a reaction.

She took a seat opposite the tycoon. “You like Christmas music?”

He started. “Oh. Yes, we’re up to Nat King Cole.” Castillo rubbed his eyes. “He recorded this song a few times, you know. This is his 1961 arrangement of The Christmas Song. The famous version. The one everyone thinks of.”

Valerie was half listening to it. The singer was wishing everyone a Merry Christmas. 

“Sounds like it’s ending.”

“Yes, those are the final notes.” He sighed. “We won’t play it again. Not ever, I expect.”

She stared at him. “Why not?”

Castillo waved a hand. “I’m not sure we’ll be in the right mood.”

She heard the strains of what sounded like the same song starting up. The orchestration was different, though, as was the singer.

“Andy Williams,” supplied Castillo. “We’re beginning 1962.” 

“You’re going through Christmas hits, year by year?”

Thiago looked down at his hands. “You could say we’re paying our respects.” He coughed and met her gaze. “The plan is to get through them all by midnight on Christmas Eve. It’ll be a challenge. We have a hundred and sixty-five years of material left and we’re not sure if we’ll be...” He took a few moments to finish the sentence. “...interrupted.”

It sounded to Valerie like Castillo was expecting trouble. All innocence, she asked, “For me to ghostwrite your autobiography, I’ll need to spend time with you every day. The more questions you can answer the better the final product will be.”

“Of course. I’ll give you all the time you need.” His eyes turned to the hovering numbers. “You should rest now. Get your sea legs. I’ll have one of the crew show you to your cabin.”

Valerie rose and he added, “We’ll talk again over dinner. There’s so much I want to share with you.”
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The dining room was draped with Christmas decorations, which again struck Valerie as premature. The table was laid for a banquet. Valerie hoped she wasn’t underdressed for the occasion; once more, she’d put on clothes the agency had deemed suitable for her supposed lifestyle. An attendant seated her without a word.

Castillo and Rain were already at the broad table, sipping cocktails. They welcomed Valerie. Castillo seemed genuine in his greeting. The scientist was more guarded in hers.

The first course was served. Valerie probed Castillo the way she imagined a writer would, inquiring why he shared his parents’ interest in the environment.

“Because they were right,” he replied. “People like to think the world cannot change. That is not true.”

Rain grunted in agreement, maneuvering a delicately seared chunk of octopus tentacle onto her fork. Valerie noted the paleness of the woman’s rice-pudding-hued skin—she didn’t seem to spend much time outside in the blistering sun. Maybe she spent all her days working indoors in her lab. Working at what, though, that was the question. Was there a clue in Castillo’s words? The world can change, he’d said.

“What do you mean? Climate change, is that it? We’ve been warned about that for more than a century, yet we’re all still here.”

Castillo coughed, his tired eyes blinking. “I don’t think anyone would deny the climate today is different than it was even a few decades ago.”

“And not everyone is still here.” Rain’s jaw was clenched. “Ask the communities displaced along every coastline, the families who’ve lost loved ones to heatstroke, the towns torn to pieces by hyper-storms and flash floods.” 

Valerie held back a shrug. “At the risk of sounding callous, there have always been weather disasters.” Maybe that was lacking in sympathy for a writer, she reflected. She’d have to watch for that. She tried a softer tone. “The sunshield stops all that bad stuff from happening. You know, all those plastic sheets out in space that scatter the sunlight away from us.”

It was funny, really. Here was Castillo, breaking his back scooping plastic out of the seas, only for some of it to end up being recycled into solar diffractors, blasted out into the void, and added to another human-made garbage patch. One that did good. In a small way, his efforts aided the Patriot Party.

The scientist lowered her fork with a clatter against the fine china of her plate. “The solar parasol was intended as a temporary measure. To buy us time while industry shifted away from emitting greenhouse gases. It wasn’t meant to be an excuse to do whatever we wanted. It isn’t a magic bullet, and it isn’t as well-maintained as it needs to be. Nor was it planned to be a form of blackmail, where the threat of closing it down is used to coerce other countries into doing what America says.”

Valerie’s pulse quickened at Rain’s unguarded words. She must be referring to the previous administration’s original concept for the sunshield. What they’d wanted was hardly of any relevance now. They’d been voted out in a landslide before Valerie had been born, in America’s last two-party election. There were still elections, of course; the United states was a free country, after all. The elections now simply had one party involved, which made things a lot easier all around and stopped the wrong people getting into power.

Rain’s outburst was useful. It was the clearest sign yet of the scientist’s political leanings. Valerie probed further. “I take it you don’t approve of current policy?”

Castillo cut in before the scientist could answer. “I fear we’re drifting from my point.” Fear was right. It was written all over his face. The tycoon’s expression shifted to determined charm. Valerie wasn’t surprised at his skill in masking his feelings. The file on him had warned against his powers of persuasion.

“Perhaps an example from history might assist in illustrating how the world can change unexpectedly,” he continued. “You’ll forgive me, I trust, if I get a little preachy. I’ve spent many years attempting to persuade hearts and minds, and indeed government policy, through subtlety and have nothing to show for it. All I’m left with are blunt statements. Here’s one for you. Two hundred fifty-two million years ago, the Earth warmed ten degrees Celsius and ninety-six percent of the species in the world’s oceans went extinct.”

Rain chimed in, less strident now she’d had a few seconds to cool off. “This mass extinction event occurred at the end of the Permian. We call it the Great Dying. It wasn’t only marine life that was affected. Seventy percent of land species died off as well.”

Valerie hadn’t heard of it. She wasn’t sure whether to believe them. It sounded like fake history.

Castillo continued. “It was the worst of the five mass extinctions that have befallen the Earth, not including the sixth one, which is taking place as we speak and whose effects are not yet fully appreciated.” He frowned at Valerie. She must have looked unconvinced. “None of this is covered in schools or the media these days, because of the hate poured on what’s become known as Critical Climate Theory. The subject is now so toxic, teachers don’t dare refer to it in classes and news aggregators routinely cut any environmental content from their content pipes, so your reaction is understandable. Believe us, though. Everything we’ve said is scientifically accurate. Despite the sunshade blocking out nearly two percent of solar radiation, human progress has caused average global temperatures to rise, and temperature change does lead to disaster.”

Rain was nodding, her gaze on her forkful of tentacle. “Our focus on trying to lessen those impacts is not an elitist indulgence—it’s the only sane response.” She looked up at Valerie. “Sometimes I think we’re the only rational people left in a madhouse that stretches clear around the world.”

#
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Valerie had met people like Castillo before. Obsessed. They thought they were right, and the world was wrong.

More importantly, they thought the government was wrong. All governments everywhere, in fact, since there was hardly one on any continent that broke ranks in this age of alternative ideology. 

That type of self-righteous conviction led to people convincing themselves they were iconoclasts or brave nonconformists, some ten-cent word like that; the intelligentsia whose role was to explain how foolish the dumbass sheeple were. Next thing, activists were throwing soup at famous artworks or chaining themselves to things, in the name of saving the human race. Then there were shootings, bombings, attempted insurrections, you name it. What choice was there but to crack down? Lock them all up, that was the solution. And investigate all those who’d offered support. Place the sympathizers on the Suspicious Activities Register, ban them from any state or federal position, put them under electronic surveillance. If they kept at it, take away their right to vote, then their citizenship. For foreigners like Castillo, notify the CIA and retire to a safe distance.

That was the rational way. Only decent Americans should have a say. That was how you defended democracy. As for non-Americans, Valerie didn’t much care what they thought.

How to tell if someone was the right kind of person, though, that was the question. Eco-terrorists didn’t wear signs on their foreheads advertising their beliefs. The last mission she’d been involved with—the British guy with the bombs at the pipeline in Scotland—he’d seemed normal enough until she’d caught him putting the charges in place. Strange how he’d sat there, the explosives forgotten by his feet. Cradling his head, moaning about a headache that wouldn’t go away.

Take Castillo and Rain; Valerie could tell they both believed what they were saying. Like the Brit caught mid-sabotage. Were they activists as well? If that were true, they’d be far more dangerous. The Britisher hadn’t been the ruler of an army of undersea drones.

She was distracted for a moment by the Christmas tree in the corner of the yacht’s dining room. It was festooned with a mad variety of ornaments. Half of them looked handmade, and none of them went together. It was so unlike any of the other, far more tasteful, decorations in the chamber, it stood out.

Her dinner companions were waiting for her to respond, so Valerie cast her mind back to Castillo’s speech-making. “Why would rising temperatures wipe out almost all life in the sea?” The more they talked the greater the chance they’d give away something about the drones’ true purpose. 

Castillo steepled his fingers as he considered his reply. A servant cleared the plates, and another one brought the next course. Castillo could claim to be a great philanthropist but never a man of the people. 

“That question is very important to all of us in the modern age—why would a hotter ocean kill almost all aquatic life? To answer it, I’m afraid I will need to get a little technical. Our lives are intertwined with the oceans of the world and researching them is our passion. ‘A clean sea is a healthy sea,’ as we say. Well, conversations that seem normal to us often feel to others like we’re flinging information at them in indigestible lumps.” A smile flickered on his face. “I usually bring out visual aids when explaining these things to non-technical audiences.”

“I can go get some,” offered Rain.

The elegant Castillo waved aside the suggestion. “I shall muddle through, Emma. I suppose the easiest way to answer Ms. Quint’s excellent question is to think about how cold water and warmer water differ. Oxygen is less soluble in hot water, for one. That means, as the heat builds, the amount of dissolved oxygen in seawater drops.”

Rain nodded. “Worse still, hotter oceans are more sluggish. Water isn’t churned around as much, increasing the extent to which the depths are starved of oxygen. The icing on the cake is that the reduced movement of water between different depths means nutrients aren’t brought up to the euphotic zone.” 

Valerie gestured that she wasn’t following. Maybe visual aids would have helped after all.

Castillo explained, “The surface layer where phytoplankton are.” 

“The main point,” continued Rain, “is that everything was starved of oxygen in the seas. We call this effect ‘temperature-dependent hypoxia.’ Each one degree Celsius of upper ocean warming increases hypoxia by ten percent.”

For some reason, Valerie recalled the dead fish thumping against the hull of the boat that had brought her to the yacht. She described what she’d seen.

“Yes,” said Castillo. He dabbed at his watery eyes with a tissue, looking embarrassed at the tacit admission of his body’s frailty. “There are dead zones—areas of almost no oxygen—in our oceans in the here and now, caused by similar warming. They’ve been getting steadily larger over the last century. What you saw isn’t the worst of it. Asphyxiation kills fish, to be sure, but the lack of nutrients being circulated, especially iron, kills phytoplankton. The ocean warming we’re experiencing in our own age has exterminated the majority of those organisms. Measurements were banned a few years ago. However, if you compare ocean samples from 1950 with ones from 2020, there was a forty percent decrease in phytoplankton populations. Then, from 2020 to 2060, which is about as recent a year as we have data for, there was another sixty percent drop in what was left. We can only assume their collapse continues.”

Valerie had kind of forgotten about the survey bans for US agencies. It had been a cost-saving measure, as well as a way of stopping critics from needlessly undermining the Party in its earliest days. Why take measurements when the sunshade solved all those problems? Better to spend the money on other things, like the military budget. Still, six decades or more had passed since those surveys of oceanic life. She grudgingly conceded a lot could happen in that length of time. “Well, plankton are small things, right? I guess we can do without them.”

Castillo’s mouth worked silently. Rain jumped in. “You may want to consider how they produce half our planet’s oxygen. They also suck up carbon dioxide. I know that doesn’t sound important. However, stay with us—as they die there are fewer of them left to lock up the carbon dioxide our species produces in ever increasing amounts. The hotter the oceans get, the more life there dies, and the faster climate warming gets. It’s the Great Dying all over again.”

“You can see why we place an emphasis on the environment,” said Castillo.

God’s sake, he hadn’t been kidding when he’d said he was going to get technical. “I’ll be certain to use your concern for the future as the main theme of the book.” Valerie picked at her food, not certain what some of it was.

“Book?”

“You know, your autobiography. The one we’ll say was written by you.”

“Oh, yes,” he replied. “That’s right. Sorry, I was distracted.”

She imagined he had been—doom mongering was a distracting pastime. Valerie decided to change the subject. She wanted the magnate at ease, talking until he said too much. The garish tree’s eclectic mix of ornaments seemed a good way of steering him away from the environmental zeal he was no doubt using as justification for whatever he was really up to. “That’s quite the Christmas tree. Why the mish-mash of decorations?”

He blinked. “Everyone on board contributed. Their favorite ornaments, the ones that mean the most to them.”

No wonder they clashed. “That’s sweet. Do you do that every year?”

“No. This will be the only time.”

The words hung in the air. No one spoke.

Annoyed at the peculiar silence, Valerie tried, “You never said. What set the mass extinction in motion? What caused the temperature to rise?”

Rain stared at her, the skin drawn over her sunken cheeks as pallid as a corpse’s in the chamber’s subdued lighting. “Carbon dioxide in the air. The same gas the human race has been pouring into the atmosphere for centuries.”
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Dinner and its science overload of a conversation meandered to a conclusion, with both Valerie’s host and his chief scientist in inexplicably low spirits. Valerie made her excuses and retired to her cabin. 

She had used the subcutaneous transmitter in her jaw to contact the rest of her team shortly after coming aboard the yacht. Her first subvocalization had consisted of: ‘I’m in place. Gathering intel. Cover secure.’ Not much of a message, but enough to stop them sending in the cavalry. She was required to send a similar message twice a day to keep things that way. Back in her cabin, she sent the second of her check-ins.

The cavalry was a squadron of semi-autonomous aerial drones supervised by the CIA’s Special Activities Division. Designated ‘Door-Knockers,’ the UAVs were small enough to hover through doorways. They were fitted with a variety of armaments for close quarters combat. Valerie didn’t want them swooping in to annihilate Uncle Sam’s foreign enemies just yet. She hadn’t figured out what Castillo’s plan was, and she’d be eternally frustrated if he took that knowledge to his grave.

She wasn’t worried about the message being intercepted; her jaw implant was a dedicated point-to-point communicator that used deep-level quantum entanglement—there was nothing broadcast by conventional means for Castillo’s radio room to eavesdrop on. Valerie was more concerned about completing her mission in the time allotted. If she failed to ascertain the reasons behind Castillo’s recent strange behavior, not to mention what he intended to do with his army of drones, within one week, the cavalry would come crashing in whether she was ready or not, and to hell with the diplomatic consequences. 

After her first check-in, Valerie had bided her time. It hadn’t been much of a wait between the meeting with Castillo and dinner, about four hours, during which time she’d unpacked, freshened up, and found a spot to hide her pistol. Since she was acting the part of a writer unaccustomed to such luxury, she spent a few minutes flicking through the holographic entertainment unit’s provider apps. It left a digital trail that would appear normal. 

Having returned to her cabin, she repeated that piece of playacting. This time, the news aggregators were showing scenes of unrest in far-off places. People in several cities were rioting over food shortages. A couple of the less sensational news pipes were pontificating how pharmaceutical companies were ramping up production of headache drugs to meet demand.

She stayed on the couch of her tastefully appointed suite, the glow of the holos bathing her face in garish hues, long enough for everyone except a few late shift crewmembers to turn in for the night. Then, she slipped out. The corridors were deserted, silent. She wasn’t expecting to cross paths with anyone—the unlucky souls on the late shift would be stationed on the bridge or down in the engine room. Castillo had given the damned Christmas music a rest, which was a relief.

The Clean Sweep was big. Her recon would take several nights to complete, even with the advance snooping her team had conducted with remote scanners. To speed up the process of sniffing out whatever secrets the enormous ocean-going vessel held, Valerie broke into an unattended workspace and introduced spyware into the yacht’s operating system. Encryption decoder implants in her fingertips made short work of the cabin’s door lock as well as the sign-in security on the terminal. The spyware was something special cooked up in Langley, sophisticated enough to prowl around commercial AIs without tripping alarms, maybe even some military models. 

Doing it from there, rather than from the data-ports in her own cabin, the hack couldn’t be traced back to her. The spyware would lurk on the ship’s server and report any suspicious activity. Until it did, she was left with leg work, physically eyeballing the areas in the lower decks the scanners hadn’t been able to penetrate.

Her cyber espionage task complete, Valerie took another look at her surroundings. The workspace’s far wall was part of the hull. The portholes were sealed, she noted. That was consistent with what she’d seen so far. The ship was locked up tight. There were large ducts on the ceiling. Two sets of them. Intake and outtake, perhaps. One set led straight through the ship’s outer skin, as far as she could tell. The other connected with machinery flush with the hull. There were large tanks bolted there. Whatever the cylinders were for, they were set up to be accessed easily. There were steps welded in place below them. None of this was part of the yacht’s original design.

If every hatch and porthole on the ship was closed, the air would get stale pretty damned quick, she supposed. The ducts must be there to ensure that didn’t happen. Crazy, really. Castillo wouldn’t need all this equipment if he’d just fling open a window or two. 

With a shrug, she slipped out into the passageway. Valerie got to the end of an unremarkable corridor, turned the corner, and ran straight into Margot.

#
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“Hey,” said Margot. “Can’t sleep?” The passage’s light backlit her, casting a halo around her bob-cut of charcoal-black hair. She didn’t wait for Valerie to answer. “I know what it’s like. Always takes me a while to get used to somewhere new.”

“Exactly,” said Valerie, letting the young woman explain everything to her own satisfaction.

Margot was still wearing the masculine black chauffer uniform. With its peaked cap, jacket with two long rows of silver buttons, gray gloves, jodhpur pants with flared thighs, and knee-length boots, it looked more like some kind of period military outfit. Valerie wondered whether it was something Castillo insisted on or whether Margot had a kink for eccentric costumes. The reason for the clothes may not have been clear but Valerie was certain of one thing: Margot liked to talk.

To Valerie’s surprise, Margot slapped her forehead and announced, “I’m such a silly thing! I know what I should do! Give you a tour. Bet no one thought to show you where everything was, eh? Well, I can take care of that! You need to be able to get around by yourself.”

Getting around unaccompanied had been the intention. Valerie adopted an expression of self-doubt. Projecting an air of uncertainty wasn’t easy for someone with her confidence, so she hoped she was selling the act. “I wasn’t sure if I should be wandering the corridors, to be honest.”

Margot looked incredulous. “Whyever not? It’s not a prison, you know.”

“I didn’t want to be in the way or go somewhere I’m not allowed.”

“Oh, fiddlesticks. This isn’t the sort of place that has off-limits areas.”

That couldn’t be true, even if Margot believed what she was saying. “I’m sure there must be some parts of the ship where I wouldn’t be welcome. What about the engine room?”

“If you did blunder in there the most that’d happen is the engineer would insist on explaining all the equipment to you. Which I admit is a terrible fate. But no one would be angry with you. You’re an invited guest, after all.”

“I can go anywhere? Without an escort?”

“Of course. It’s not as if we have anything to hide. Although I must say, taking a stroll with someone is a lot less lonely than doing it by yourself, and I’m happy to be your guide.”

Valerie sensed she wasn’t going to dislodge Margot, not tonight at least. She said with as much grace as she could muster, “Then, take me to the most interesting spot on the ship. I know, is there any way I can see one of Mr. Castillo’s OCDs?”

“The drones?” Margot pulled a disgusted face. “They’re hardly what I’d call interesting. I suppose you do have to write about them in your book, though. They are his pride and joy. Yes, we have some aboard. There’s a bay where they come in.”

“A bay?” She knew about it from her team’s advance scanning. It had been high on her list of areas to search.

“At the bottom of the ship. Come on, I’ll show you.”

#
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The bay was a long chamber at the very base of the yacht, with a pool in its center that cut down through the keel into the ocean. Rain had said the ship was due to rendezvous with some of Castillo’s autonomous submersibles in international waters. It seemed this was the means by which they docked. 

Margot called the hole in the floor a moon pool. It had sidewalls high enough to prevent the yacht from sinking. Valerie stared into the dark liquid for several seconds before noticing she was being observed.

“Don’t mind me,” said a man in overalls. He possessed a beard larger than most people’s heads. “Look all you want. I find the sea endlessly fascinating.”

Margot introduced him as Ernesto, the dronemaster. Valerie was surprised to find him awake, given the hour.

She flashed him her most endearing smile. “Are we bothering you?”

“Hardly. We’re between OCDs right now.”

“Oh, yes?”

He motioned to the side of the chamber. Four long, thin metal cylinders were secured in racks, connected by heavy chains to an overhead crane system. They reminded Valerie of torpedoes. The front of each machine was a scoop. Valerie saw a mesh inside each open maw—some kind of filter, she assumed. The underwater drones ended in standard propellers, with five blades apiece. She noted that the drones’ top hatches were all sealed shut. There was no hint of what lay within.

“They’re ready to go back in the water in an hour or so, once we get to the designated drop-off points. The next batch will meet up with us just before dawn.”

Ah, he worked through the night when the need arose. Maybe running into Margot had been a stroke of luck. If she’d searched the chamber on her own, she would’ve blundered into him without the boat-hand’s excuse of a tour. “What do they do, exactly?” Valerie pretended to care, asking questions a writer with her fabricated background would ask. “I know they clean the water, somehow.”

“They trawl the ocean for microscopic pieces of plastic. It’s a thankless task. I swear plastic is dumped into the sea faster than we can filter it out.”

“Why is it so important?” Castillo wasn’t paid to do this by any of his governmental or corporate customers. This type of drone was one he subsidized out of his profits.

“It’s for the plankton.” Ernesto walked closer to Valerie and Margot. He stank of nicotine-free cigars. 

Castillo and Rain had talked about plankton.

The big man continued, “Plankton are lots of different organisms. Some are algae, some are bacteria. Plastic garbage is no good for any of ’em. We’ve tested how they react in Rain’s lab. It’s the zinc in the plastic, you see. It leaches into the seawater. Can kill them. Even when it doesn’t kill ’em outright, it interferes with their ability to photosynthesize.”

“That’s bad, is it?”

“Mr. Castillo certainly thinks so,” supplied Margot.

Ernesto cut over the boat attendant, his deep voice almost echoing in the long vault of the metal room. “We’ve studied the effect of zinc on dozens of types of plankton. Take Prochlorococcus for example. It’s a type of cyanobacteria. Absorbs carbon, spits out oxygen. You let it get poisoned with zinc, it’s not gonna make you oxygen no more. I’ll leave it to you to decide if that’s bad.” 

Was everyone on the ship as obsessed with marine science as its owner?

“Mr. Castillo is very worried about plastic pollution,” commented Margot. “People said it was impossible to clean the oceans. He tried anyway.”

Margot was using past tense. Valerie wondered why.

“So, you’re removing the plastic waste the drones have collected? Emptying them out?”

Ernesto hesitated for a moment and then nodded. “Emptying them, yes.”

Valerie glanced around. She didn’t see any tubs filled with waste.

“Seen enough?” asked Margot. “Let’s go. I want to show you the cafeteria.”

“Why?”

“So I can grab a bowl of ice cream,” she confessed.

Valerie let herself be led away. She’d already decided to return at a later time to find out what was being removed from the drones. It wasn’t plastic waste. Of that, she was certain.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


4.


[image: ]




Valerie woke after six hours of sleep and set about exploring the vessel again. With any luck Margot was still in bed, unable to get in her way. In the event she was stopped by someone wanting to know what she was doing Valerie would claim she was searching for the cafeteria and breakfast. It wasn’t as if they’d know Margot had shown her its location for a two-a.m. snack.

The corridors were unexpectedly busy with crew—all clad in their tasteful uniforms of black polo shirts and tan pants. None of them were interested in questioning her and, after she’d dodged the seventh near-collision with a preoccupied deckhand, Valerie tapped a passing one on the shoulder and asked what was going on. He told her they were about an hour from Bermuda and getting ready to drop anchor.

Bermuda? No one had mentioned a stop in Bermuda. Valerie recalled catching a glimpse on the holo-unit of a food riot in the island’s city of Hamilton. What was Castillo up to?

Super-yachts like this one were capable of sustaining over thirty knots an hour. With Bermuda being a little more than seven hundred fifty miles off the coast, or six hundred fifty nautical miles, give or take, Castillo must have set a direct course to make it in under twenty hours. There was single-minded purpose behind such a heading.

Valerie figured a writer would want explanations every bit as much as she did. Her hosts couldn’t object if she asked why they were visiting an island in the middle of the Atlantic. They’d either tell her the truth or they’d lie. Lies were nearly as revealing as the truth—the shape of the falsehood told you a lot about what was hidden behind it. Either way, then, she’d learn something.

She remembered the route back to Castillo’s office through the labyrinth of the enormous yacht’s corridors. Most of the way there, she noticed a sign above a hatchway she’d missed before. She’d stumbled across the ship’s Oceanic and Atmospheric Research Laboratory. Presumably, this was Rain’s fiefdom. Well, Margot had insisted nowhere was out of bounds and who was she to disagree? If Rain were in, she could answer a question about their imminent arrival. If she was out, Valerie might chance upon something incriminating. 

“Can I help you, Ms. Quint?” The scientist was in. She was attaching a small cannister to a breathing mask. 

Valerie had seen similar masks worn by a few of the politicians who humored the fringe elements of the electorate, the kinds of discontents who called the Patriot Party populist instead of pragmatic. The rank and file of the ruling party ridiculed them right back, said they were un-American. With its tubes and bulky apparatus, that type of mask was easy to distinguish from the simple cloth ones folks used to cope with pollution from wildfires. Not that Valerie used even cloth masks—she didn’t have weak lungs, and Bad Air Days were just a reality of a growing economy.

She indicated the palm-sized cannister. “I’ve seen those things around lately. What’s in them?”

“Various chemicals. They scrub the air as it’s inhaled through the mask’s filter. The chemicals absorb gas.”

It sounded like a waste of time to Valerie. Air was gas. Absorbing some of what you breathed in—what was the point in that? As she looked at the mask’s cannister, it struck her how similar it was to the tanks attached to the yacht’s ducting. It was almost a miniature version of what she’d seen in the workspace where she’d infiltrated the spyware. 

“The rumor is we’re docking in Bermuda. Is that true?” There were tables lining the long chamber. They held tanks labeled with various types of plankton. Valerie saw one was Prochlorococcus. The dronemaster, Ernesto, had said they were studying the effects of zinc exposure on the plankton. More eco-babble. More proof of the crew’s collective obsession.

“Certainly. We completed our rendezvous with our first batch of OCDs in the early hours of the morning. Next, we’re dropping supplies at our facility on Cross Island. We’ll be at anchor for three or four hours, I expect, and then onward to Europe.”

Cross Island. The name was somewhat familiar to Valerie. It was one of Bermuda’s islands, at the tip of the hook-shape of various formations that curled about Great Sound. Home to an old British naval dockyard turned into a tourist attraction if she remembered right. “Castillo has a base there?” 

“His family bought the land when the flooding of the low-lying areas prompted the previous owners to sell off their holdings. It was perfect for servicing submersible drones.”

“I can imagine. You’re offloading supplies?”

The scientist looked up. “Islands are typically resupplied by boat, yes.”

“How exciting. To be stopping off in Bermuda, I mean. I’ve never been there.” That wasn’t true. She’d transferred through the airport on St. David’s Island a couple of times on CIA business. Admitting to prior visits wouldn’t help her finagle a spot in the landing party, though.

“Then you should come along. Since we’ll be putting ashore at our own facility, your missing passport won’t be a concern. I can’t promise it’ll be very exciting. The dolphin encounter center closed decades ago.” The scientist handed her the breathing mask. “I’d recommend wearing this.”
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The converted Royal Naval Dockyard looked like a castle. High walls of gray stone rose out of pure blue waters. The edifice stretched as far as Valerie could see, wrapping around the promontory. It was hard to imagine a more secure position.

“I didn’t think it’d be this big,” she shouted to Rain over the noise of the launch’s engine. Nine other craft spread out around them: the full complement of the yacht’s motor launches.

“Most of it’s a heritage site,” yelled back the scientist through her mask. Valerie had declined the offer of one of her own. It didn’t strike her as likely that a place as pristine as this would suffer from poor air quality. To her annoyance, more and more people were wearing the simpler masks in cities. Valerie thought they were being ridiculous. She’d put a ‘Masks Are for Morons’ sticker in the window of her truck. She worked for the CIA to keep her country free, and as far as she was concerned freedom didn’t include having a piece of cloth strapped to your mouth every second of the day, even inside your own home. Rain interrupted her train of thought by adding, “Historic buildings and so forth.”

Valerie pointed at a two-story structure near the tip of the island. Workmen and robot assistants were installing shields over the windows. Shields made from transparent polymer—the same material fitted to the yacht’s exterior. “Didn’t think you could make alterations to sites with historic preservation orders.”

Rain shrugged. “I would guess we’re protecting it from extreme weather events. The storms here can be quite ferocious. I’m sure Legal gave the project a thorough review.”

They continued beyond the tall stone walls and tied up at a wharf in front of a long building with a pair of clock towers. Deckhands began unloading unwieldy plastic containers and piling them up on the building’s lawn. Each opaque box needed to be moved by two people. A few robots would have been helpful here too. 

Seeing Margot was part of the effort, Valerie stepped ashore and offered to help. The boat-hand hadn’t got to enjoy a late start, it seemed. She was clad in another chauffer’s uniform and, like Rain, was sporting a breathing mask over her mouth.
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