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The pollinator drone needed to be put out of its misery.


Horrid squeals from the rotors accompanied the erratic contortions of the tendril-like injectors as it flopped about on the ground like a beached squid. It had already kicked up enough dirt to cover the fronds of the nearby century plants in a fine powder.


Dr. Jorna Benton fiddled with the helmet of her biosuit to block out the drone’s mechanical howls. “Better get Meigs over here,” she told the genderless, child-sized automaton at her side.


Dust dulled the Savvy-3000’s matte silver casing. Its illuminated eyes flashed when it finished its task. “Chief Engineer Samantha Meigs is on her way, Dr. Benton.”


“Thanks, Savvy.”


Jorna settled in to wait on a boulder overlooking long rows of yucca, lavender, and flowering cacti, still unused to having the habitat all to herself for a change. If she closed her eyes and pulled the scent of piñon pine and sage her suit couldn’t filter out deep into her lungs, she could imagine she was back in southern Colorado.


But the similarities ended as soon as she looked out across the desert tier. The Climasphere was a remarkable, human-made ecosystem, capturing nearly every natural region on Earth within its walls as it traversed the Atlantic. Dozens of different biomes crawled up the sides of the circular habitat like super-sized stadium bleachers oriented around a pitch. Except in this case, the pitch was actually a small stretch of ocean.


With the spangled sunlight filtering through the solar mesh of the dome that encased the habitat, Jorna could almost forget about the sheer artificiality of it all, it was so beautiful.


A metallic glint caught her eye near the hangar, carved right into the sides of Tiers 2 and 3. That would be Meigs on one of the air skiffs.


Jorna sighed. This was taking a lot longer than she expected, and Meigs was still about ten minutes out. Jorna’s assistant had already gone into standby mode, but the automaton flashed to life when she addressed it. “Savvy, visual of Tier 7, Quadrant 3, please.” Might as well stay busy while they waited.


“Incoming, Dr. Benton.”


On Jorna’s touchscreen, an overhead view of this portion of the high desert tier appeared thanks to one of the monitoring drones buzzing around. Species names overlaid the different plots as Jorna scrolled across the camera feed, but she didn’t need the prompts at this point. “Looks like two rows of desert willows are struggling after being transplanted from the Tree Farm. Send out a diagnostic request for specimens starting with number HD-144 through HD-172 to see why they’re showing signs of stress.”


“Acknowledged, Dr. Benton.” Savvy was a lifesaver, maintaining a log of all Jorna’s decisions needed to keep such an incredible cross-section of plants thriving.


“We’ll need to plant replacement specimens from the Tree Farm for the ones that can’t be salvaged, pulling more seeds from the vault as necessary.”


“Acknowledged.”


Some die-off was to be expected after the Climasphere’s first harvest, but rewilding a significant portion of Earth was a huge, multi-year commitment. She didn’t want to burn through their reserves too early. At the moment, they were still well within tolerances, but it was something to monitor going forward. Nothing could go wrong on her watch.


And nothing would—the same pledge she’d made to the selection committee well over a year ago now. She’d make sure of it.


The hum of the skiff’s repulsor lifts heralded the arrival of the chief engineer. Just in time too. Jorna’s shoulders were already locked with tension from cycling through different contingencies, all of them ranging from less than ideal to catastrophically bad.


Jorna waved as Meigs maneuvered the air skiff over to where Jorna waited. “Came across it on my rounds this morning,” she called out as the engineer hopped off the skiff. “It’s not responding to network commands.”


Meigs frowned down at the malfunctioning drone. Underneath her helmet, her gray-blond hair was shoved back from her pale face in a fraying braid, and grease streaked the front of her suit. “Good thing we aren’t any higher,” she said with a critical look around the tier.


She was right. Any farther up the inner wall of the Clima-sphere, they’d need to deploy extra scrubbers to clean the particulates the drone sent flying before they fouled the habitat’s delicate ecosystem. They’d already found out the hard way how pollen from the taiga evergreens growing on Tier 8 could form a concrete-like film on the inner dome thanks to the air circulators, gumming up the place for days.


“We lucked out for once,” Jorna said.


Meigs snorted. “Always something, isn’t there.” She shrugged off her pack and rifled through her collection of magna-drivers, pliers, spanners, and random electrical components until her gloved hands closed over a remote restrainer. With the click of a button, she signaled the drone to power down, finally putting an end to its death squeals. “We could’ve brought actual pollinators along, but no. We’re stuck with these robot monstrosities.”


“I’ve always thought they’re kinda cool, the way they dart through the air like some kind of jellyfish, casting down their tentacles to pollinate the plants,” Jorna offered.


Meigs grunted as she popped off the panel protecting the drone’s CPU and attached a diagnostic lead. “Just some freaking bees, Jorna. That’s all I’m asking for.” She pulled up the troubleshooting menu on her touchscreen.


“What you’re asking for is even more chaos in our closed little system. You can jerry-rig just about anything, but even you couldn’t ensure a swarm wouldn’t find its way into the air ducts, or worse. Drones are far more predictable—and accurate—compared to the real thing.”


“Sure. If they’re working properly.”


“Then it’s a good thing I have you.”


Meigs waved her off and returned her attention to the screen. “And I have a to-do list a mile long without worrying about another malfunctioning robot. Piece of shit.” She yanked the diagnostic cable off the drone with a scowl then tipped her head toward Savvy. “With apologies to present company.”


“No apology is necessary, Chief Engineer Samantha Meigs. I am an AI assistant, not a horticulture drone. We bear no resemblance beyond a small percentage of our circuitry sourced from the same microchip production facility.”


Jorna grinned at Meigs’s frustrated groan. “Never mind her, Savvy. Meigs just likes to complain.”


The engineer shoved her middle finger in Jorna’s direction as she poked through the drone’s innards. Something sparked in the drone’s CPU cavity, deepening her scowl. “I’ve earned the right to complain after spending the last week cleaning up the mess the horticulture techs left behind after the harvest.”


“We were all pretty beat, and clearly some things—a lot of things,” Jorna revised at the grim expression on the engineer’s face, “fell by the wayside. But I’m chalking a lot of this up to it being our first go-round. Things will be easier next time.”


Meigs just grunted. “It better.”





Jorna couldn’t blame Meigs for feeling doubtful. The harvest had taken a toll not only on the personnel but also on the drones and other equipment. When Meigs wasn’t monitoring the Climasphere’s essential systems, she was troubleshooting the drones or running the fabber to replace equipment that had already failed or depreciated to such an extent it was no longer useful. It took a unique type of person to excel at such exacting work, which Meigs was, even if it came bundled with endless complaints and a somewhat taciturn personality.


Not that Jorna could say she was any better. More than once she’d ended up spending the night in the Tree Farm or her lab instead of making her way back to her quarters, so focused on her research and keeping things running smoothly, everything else got short shrift.


“Come on,” Jorna said. “It isn’t all bad. With the techs on break, I can finally hear my own thoughts again.”


Was that a grin beneath Meigs’s helmet? “And I thought I was the antisocial one.”


Now it was Jorna’s turn to smile. “Nope. I’m just better at hiding it.”


“What other secrets are you hiding, Doc?”


It was a joke, but Jorna still had to force back the knee-jerk paranoia she’d lived with so long it only elicited a distant pang when she said, “None that I’m sharing with you.”


Meigs’s cackle devolved into muttered curses as she continued her inspection of the drone.


Savvy stirred in the periphery. “Dr. Benton, incoming message from Commander Kaysar.”


That pulled Jorna up short. “Tell her I’m busy at the moment.” Though that excuse wouldn’t deter someone like the commander for long.


Meigs glanced up from the drone. “If you need to take that, don’t mind me.”


“It’s fine. Besides, we’re in the middle of this.”


“Sure.” Meigs suddenly sat back on her haunches and cast Jorna a speculative look. “Any problems I need to know about?”


“What? No.” The level of professionalism on board the Climasphere was insanely high, no doubt because so many of them believed so strongly in their mission, they didn’t have time to indulge in petty turf wars. “Why do you say that?”


Meigs shrugged as she unscrewed a panel protecting the drone’s circuitry. “It’s just you get kind of jumpy whenever the commander’s mentioned.”


How had Meigs put that together? No, it didn’t matter, Jorna told herself. It couldn’t. “I don’t know what you mean.”


“Well, there was that one staff meeting when she came over to say hello and—”


Jorna well remembered how the commander had snuck up behind her. “She startled me, that’s all.”


Meigs snapped the panel back in place and gave her a look, brows raised. “You glared into your touchscreen the rest of the meeting.”


“That’s because I spilled hot tea down the front of my shirt thanks to her.” Jorna’s embarrassment had warred with her discomfort as the tea cooled and the wet fabric grew chill. It hadn’t helped she’d been seated underneath one of the air vents.





“Hmm,” Meigs said, unconvinced. “Just the other day you nearly jumped out of your skin when Kaysar brushed the dirt off your suit after our fight with the load of cypress trees, remember?”


Jorna did. The commander had come to oversee the loading of the last transports. Jorna had been too busy to notice, but once she’d taken a step back, the commander was suddenly in front of her, asking for an update. Jorna stammered through her response as the commander’s hands drifted along her arms and shoulders, swiping away the soil that had accumulated in the seams of Jorna’s suit. The hectic loading platform receded into the background for a brief moment at the feeling of being taken care of for a change instead of always doing the caretaking. Of the plants. Of her horticulture techs. She’d been so very tired from the harvest, she’d nearly forgotten herself and her responsibilities.


Her cheeks heated. And now it was happening again. “I’m lucky I still knew my name by the time the cypress shipped,” Jorna said as dismissively as she could.


“If I didn’t know any better…” Meigs pursed her lips, seemingly uncertain whether she wanted to give voice to what she was thinking. “You know, I can see the appeal.” She grinned down at the busted drone. “A woman who knows what she wants and is respected enough to get it. I mean, she joined Earth Shield after her stint in the Navy and she still got this job.”


For decades, Earth Shield had been known for its aggressive efforts to raise awareness of environmental problems and punish bad actors by any means necessary. Kaysar had been the one to position the organization to become a division of the Climate Corps now that the political will to tackle these issues was finally ascendant.


A remarkable transformation by any metric.


Meigs shook her head. “I guess when you make eco‑terrorism outfits go legit, you can do what you want.”


The tension was back in Jorna’s shoulders. She wanted to deny it, but the engineer was far too perceptive for that. Damage control was the best she could hope for. “Not another word, Meigs. I mean it.”


“I’m right, aren’t I?” Meigs let out a low whistle.


Jorna crossed her arms. “That’s it. I’m going to write you up for noncompliance.”


Meigs snorted at the empty threat. “Come on. I deserve a commendation for figuring it out.”


Savvy flashed beside Jorna. “Dr. Benton, query. How should I characterize Chief Engineer Meigs’s infraction for her work record?”


A strangled chuckle escaped her. “Disregard, Savvy. It was a joke.” She gave Meigs a sharp look. “Isn’t that right?”


The engineer’s shoulders silently shook as she held up her hands in truce. Then she went back to reading through the drone diagnostics on her touchscreen.


“So what’s the damage?” Jorna asked, eager for a new topic, one rooted in facts and not speculation that was far too close to the truth.


Meigs sighed, thankfully back to business. “Looks like there’s a defect with one of the internal rotors. Probably got fatigued with all the new planting we’ve been doing.”


That fell into the less-than-ideal category. “Could that be an issue with the other horticulture drones?”


She grimaced. “Could be for the ones with the same lot number for that particular part.”


Jorna forced back a curse. Just their luck to discover the issue now when they were shorthanded. “For all I know, that could be all of them, Meigs.”


The Climasphere had been built at sea from the Philadelphia shipyard over the course of the last four years. Like a lodestone, the project had drawn some of the best and brightest from around the world to create a habitat that could produce enough plant matter to seed a new future. The drones alone needed to support the twenty thousand–plus hectares of growing space were in the thousands, ordered in massive quantities to minimize transportation costs.


Meigs waved her off. “I’ll get it sorted.”


“And when you’re done, I’ll need a full accounting of all affected drones.” If Jorna couldn’t rely on the drones to pollinate their share of plants, that would affect the next harvest and by extension the milestones they needed to hit to put off even more catastrophic warming. Delays, setbacks… failure. Her lungs squeezed at all the implications.


“Two days, max,” Meigs promised as she hefted the drone and placed it on board her skiff.


“After that I want you to expand your analysis to the others. The augers, the spot irrigators, the—”


“I’ll handle it, Doc. Don’t worry.”


Worry was what Jorna’s job description essentially boiled down to as the Climasphere’s principal scientist. But she didn’t say that. She just sucked in a deep breath as the chief engineer scrambled onto the skiff.


Meigs tossed down another remote restraining device. “Here. In case you run into another malfunctioning drone. Have Savvy drop them off at the Hive.” They were programmed to return to the storage bay when they were low on power or there was some kind of error, but clearly that wasn’t a failsafe.


Jorna saluted her with the restrainer. “Will do.” As Meigs headed out, she turned to Savvy. “Schedule the next available pollinator drone to tackle this section. There’s only a short window of time for those cactus flowers.”


“Acknowledged.”


Jorna had Savvy summon their skiff, docked at the far end of the quadrant, and they were soon underway, getting on with her rounds. With the broken drone finally silenced, Meigs gone, and Savvy in standby, peace had once again returned to the habitat. Only a week ago, the sphere’s exterior hangar doors had been wide open as countless transports zoomed in and out and about, loaded down with specimens dozens of countries were reliant upon to rebuild and remediate their territories from fire and warfare, drought and mass die-offs. Two similar structures were stationed in the Pacific, and another was in the process of being built in the Indian Ocean. The Clima­spheres were intended to symbolize a new era of cooperative effort to claw back whatever they could under the aegis of the United Nations’ Climate Action Council.


And it was working, thanks to Jorna and a legion of horticulture techs. The modified plant strains had flourished in the Climasphere’s accelerated growth environment. Advances in electroculture techniques sped up the germination and maturation of specimens so they’d be ready to transplant in a fraction of the time compared to conventional methods. When they reached their first stop off the coast of South Carolina, their plants were shipped off to shore up low country waterways at risk of even further erosion, infuse dying forests with more resilient varieties, and provide farms with drought-tolerant strains of cotton, corn, soybeans, and rice. Plants that would make a difference for years to come. But now that the inaugural harvest was over, all that was left was the hard work of preparing for the next one in six months.


A slushy sleet was falling by the time she and Savvy reached Tier 5. The Climasphere could mimic the water cycle on Earth to an uncanny degree. Great for the plants. Not so great for her. Her biosuit had built-in voltage protection, but she wasn’t about to test that today, not with the electroculture gradient running through each tier to spur on plant growth.


She parked the skiff over the temperate forest tier, just skimming the tops of the tallest deciduous specimens in Quadrant 1. The chipset embedded in her helmet’s visor allowed her to take stock of which plants needed to be replaced as she panned across the tier. “We’ll need ten more birch trees in plot seven, Savvy.”


“Acknowledged.” Savvy tilted its head. “Dr. Benton, another incoming message from the commander.”


Jorna had almost succeeded in pushing it out of her mind entirely. Only the soft slap and patter of sleet against her helmet sounded over the buzzing in her ears. She heaved a sigh. No mistakes. Isn’t that what she promised herself? She couldn’t avoid Kaysar forever. “Put it through, Savvy.”
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“Channel open,” Savvy announced.


“Dr. Benton, I thought for sure you’d refuse me like you have every other time since the harvest.” The gregarious nature of Commander Ava Kaysar came through the transmission so clearly, it was almost like she was standing beside Jorna, an irrepressible grin on her face, instead of her post on the Bridge. “But I’m glad to see I was wrong.”


“You know how much I enjoy proving you wrong,” Jorna replied as blandly as she could, and still earned a delighted laugh from the commander. “But it’s true we’ve been buried over here. How can I help you?”


“You’re scheduled for a checkup with Dr. Rafa this afternoon, are you not?”


Of course the commander knew about her checkup. She knew everything that went on in the Climasphere. “Err… Yes.”





“Good. After that, I was hoping you would join me for dinner in my quarters this evening.”


A strangled breath escaped Jorna. This was it.


“Now don’t say no before you’ve even heard me out,” the commander went on.


“I wouldn’t dream of it,” Jorna managed to say.


“There’s something we’re overdue to discuss.”


Cold slicked down Jorna’s spine as though the falling sleet had infiltrated her suit. Overdue was putting it mildly, but that hadn’t kept her from hoping they would never have to address it. No such luck. She couldn’t say no, and she was certain they both knew it. “Acknowledged. Benton, out.”


An abrupt way to end the call, but she didn’t dare say anything else until… What? She didn’t have a playbook for what came next, and that was almost as embarrassing as her faux pas that kicked off this whole mess, on the eve of the launch no less.


Jorna stared down at the tier without actually looking at the trees. She’d known this day was coming. Heading things off before they got any worse would have been the smart, sensible thing to do. But instead she’d ignored it, buried herself in her work so she’d never have to deal with it. And if Meigs was any indication, Jorna had done a pretty poor job of it.


Mistake.


Like a process running in the background she was afraid to shut down, fearing the effect on the rest of the system. One she’d put off for so long, it was now time for a huge software update, no matter how inconvenient.
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