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Enter the SF Gateway …


In the last years of the twentieth century (as Wells might have put it), Gollancz, Britain’s oldest and most distinguished science fiction imprint, created the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series. Dedicated to re-publishing the English language’s finest works of SF and Fantasy, most of which were languishing out of print at the time, they were – and remain – landmark lists, consummately fulfilling the original mission statement:




‘SF MASTERWORKS is a library of the greatest SF ever written, chosen with the help of today’s leading SF writers and editors. These books show that genuinely innovative SF is as exciting today as when it was first written.’





Now, as we move inexorably into the twenty-first century, we are delighted to be widening our remit even more. The realities of commercial publishing are such that vast troves of classic SF & Fantasy are almost certainly destined never again to see print. Until very recently, this meant that anyone interested in reading any of these books would have been confined to scouring second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing has changed that paradigm for ever.


The technology now exists to enable us to make available, for the first time, the entire backlists of an incredibly wide range of classic and modern SF and fantasy authors. Our plan is, at its simplest, to use this technology to build on the success of the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series and to go even further.


Welcome to the new home of Science Fiction & Fantasy. Welcome to the most comprehensive electronic library of classic SFF titles ever assembled.


Welcome to the SF Gateway.










  “The illimitable, silent, never-resting thing called Time, rolling, rushing on, swift … like an all-embracing ocean tide, on which we and all the universe swim like exhalations, like apparitions which are, and then are not …”


  —Thomas Carlyle


  “You are the bows from which your children, as living arrows, are sent forth.”


  —Khalil Gibran




  PROLOGUE


  THE INDEPENDENT NATION OF PACIFICA: DECEMBER 22, AD 2051


  The conference room was packed with reporters of all stripes, each there to hear from and hopefully pose a question to Dr. Solomon Chavez—President and CEO of Chavez International Medical Research & Development, Inc., otherwise known as CIMRAD. Over the previous months, speculation about the reclusive son of the corporation’s late founder, Dr. Juan Chavez, had been running rampant. Only one clear photo existed of him, and it was a publicity shot distributed to the press shortly after his father’s funeral. He was a cipher: no one knew he existed until the day of his father’s funeral.


  The elder Chavez was one of the most famous people in the world: scientist, philanthropist, inventor, and the world’s first trillionaire. A certifiable genius, he’d made his name in genome sequencing and industrial cloning. The scientific community had dubbed him a wunderkind, and his knack for innovation soon allowed him to open his own research lab. In the year 2023, he burst upon the public consciousness by inventing the first workable, artificial womb, supplying replacement organs cloned from a patient’s own stem cells. This groundbreaking achievement heralded a new era in transplant surgery, eliminating the need for anti-rejection drugs and saving millions of lives. Fame and fortune followed in its wake, and within ten years, Dr. Juan Chavez was the richest man in the world.


  Then disaster struck …


  On the morning of April 10, 2051, the world learned of the great man’s death. Nearly every Holovision channel interrupted its programming to report that he had perished in a single-person airplane crash while en route to his home in Pacifica, the floating city that he, along with a thousand of the richest people on Earth, had built in the Pacific Ocean, off the coast of Peru. Very little wreckage was recovered, and the authorities found no trace of his body.


  During the days leading up to the funeral, conspiracy theorists argued that he’d been murdered by one of the terrorist organizations located in the United States of America, possibly even the Christian Republican Army itself. The CRA’s leader, Reverend William Mannheim, had branded Chavez a heretic, so there was ample reason to suspect foul play. But no amount of investigation—by police or journalists—could tie the good doctor’s death to terrorism.


  The funeral had been private, followed by a public memorial at the Pacifica Concert Hall. Many dignitaries from the scientific, political, and entertainment world had attended. The incomparable mezzo-soprano, Claudette Mulroney, sang a powerful rendition of “Ave Maria” that brought many to tears. Her performance, combined with a long list of testimonials, made for a magnificent send-off. The memorial was talked about for days, yet it was the lone figure seated in the late doctor’s private box that sparked the most speculation.


  The stranger appeared to be in his thirties and wore dark sunglasses. His body was cloaked in shadows, yet it was plain to see he bore a striking resemblance to the day’s honoree. The service had no sooner ended than a tremendous buzz flooded the social media and news networks: Who was this man? Why was he allowed in the doctor’s private box? Was he related to Chavez, and if so, in what way? The deceased had never been married, nor had children—to the world’s knowledge.


  The following day, a press release identified the young man as Dr. Solomon Chavez, son and sole heir to Dr. Juan Chavez. The release was accompanied by a somber publicity photo that looked remarkably like the good doctor in his youth. This revelation was followed by another round of intense speculation: Why was the public hearing about him now? Where was he raised? What schools had he attended? And the most pernicious of questions: Was he really Dr. Juan Chavez’s son, or a clone?


  For the next three weeks, little was learned except that Solomon was adjusting nicely to his new role as head of CIMRAD. As with every news cycle, the buzz faded and other news took its place: the civil unrest in Africa; floods in Tennessee; water shortages; food shortages; terrorist attacks in the American heartland; the fifteenth anniversary of the Hebrew/Islamic Peace Accord; and the premieres, scandals, and deaths in the entertainment world. The public focus was elsewhere on the day CIMRAD issued a press release stating that in one week, Solomon would be holding a news conference at their headquarters and that all the major news organizations should attend.


  On the scheduled date, a huge crowd of reporters gathered in the company auditorium, waiting impatiently for the mystery man to arrive. The air was electric. Most of the reporters were speaking via interlink, with network anchors located in studios half a world away, when Solomon entered the room. They immediately switched off their link-implants, took their seats, and turned their attention to the lectern.


  Stepping up to the microphone was CIMRAD press secretary Lawrence Murchison. Most of the reporters in the room had dealt with Murchison over the years and knew him to be a smooth operator. The blond, blue-eyed, thirty-eight-year-old ladies’ man was famous in his own right, having been the company’s face for the past six years, and from all appearances, it looked as though he’d been asked to continue in that position.


  “Ladies and gentlemen, Dr. Chavez will be making an important announcement. Please note that he will not be taking questions at the end of this press conference. However, each of you will receive a press packet with supplementary info regarding today’s announcement.”


  A low murmur filled the auditorium. With disappointment registering on the reporters’ faces, they glanced from Murchison to Chavez, who stood beside the press secretary, his hands clasped behind his back, looking not the least bit nervous about addressing the public for the first time. He wore an expensive silk black suit and a red power-tie; his face was angular; his jet-black hair perfectly coifed in a style similar to his father’s, making him look remarkably like Dr. Juan Chavez, with only subtle differences telling them apart.


  “I’m sure you have many questions about Dr. Chavez’s background,” Murchison continued, “but this press conference is not about him, specifically. He is as security conscious as his father was before him, and he will decide whether to disclose further details about his upbringing. I assure you, what he plans to say is much more important. So, without further ado, I’m pleased to present Dr. Solomon Chavez.”


  There was no applause—as was protocol with the press—when Murchison relinquished the stage to the man who’d garnered so much speculation over the previous months.


  “Good afternoon, ladies and gentlemen,” Dr. Solomon Chavez said, sounding confident. “As you know, twenty years ago my father built this magnificent city. He envisioned an ocean community that would be self-sufficient—a model for the future. Overpopulation was the impetus for that ambitious vision. With 75 percent of the Earth covered in water, he felt that Pacifica could serve as an example for future generations, proving that humans—being so adaptive—could live on water. By taking some of the load off the landmasses, he instilled hope that the human race wasn’t teetering on its last legs.


  “Twelve years ago, his vision was fulfilled, and thus began an influx of businesses and families that continues to this very day. Pacifica is a success … despite some controversy.” A few of the reporters chuckled knowingly. The project had been a favorite target of environmental extremists from the day it was first announced. “However, not a person alive can say my father’s heart was out of place. He was always looking to the future, always concerned about the welfare of the human race. But after observing the continuing hardships around the globe—the food riots, water shortages, the inability to stem the tide of over-population, the religious strife in America, and numerous other issues—he became worried for humanity’s future. Being an optimist, he knew that an even more ambitious program than Pacifica was called for … a program to prevent the human race from vanishing, due to its own shortsightedness.”


  Solomon paused momentarily to let those dramatic words sink in.


  “Unfortunately, his tragic death left this announcement up to me. I’m here to let the people of the world know that CIMRAD, in league with the scientific community and the world’s most prosperous corporations and nations, will develop the most ambitious construction project ever attempted, which is tentatively titled, the Ark Project.”


  A low rumble of excitement rippled through the auditorium.


  “We hope to complete this venture within the next ten to twelve years, and—”


  “Could you be more specific, Doctor,” shouted a reporter standing near the back of the room, known for his combative style. “You’re being a bit vague. I’m sure we’d all appreciate it if you—”


  “Mr. Brantley … if you possessed a modicum of patience, you’d know I was getting to the point,” Solomon snapped back, his face clouding with obvious contempt. “Unlike you, I am patient. However, if you interrupt me one more time, you will be escorted from the room. This is not The Darren Brantley Show. Have I made myself clear?”


  The reporter appeared as though he would launch into one of his famous diatribes about the freedom of the press when his producer ordered him to quiet down and listen. Chastened, he nodded and glumly took his seat.


  “Very well,” Solomon said, taking a deep breath to collect his thoughts. “As I was saying, within the next ten to twelve years, the Ark Project will be ready to proceed. But what exactly, you might ask, is the Ark Project?” Solomon cut a quick glance at Brantley, his eyes narrowing to slits. “Utilizing the Lake Victoria Space Elevator, we will soon begin transporting equipment, hardware, and prefabricated components into orbit, whereupon we will assemble a massive spacecraft that will leave on a one-way voyage to the Epsilon Eridani star system, where an Earth-like planet has recently been discovered. After reaching the planet, we will set up a colony designed to perpetuate the species.”


  A collective gasp swept through the room.


  “We can no longer afford to keep all our eggs in one basket,” Solomon stated, looking straight into the camera. “If not dealt with, the human race’s shortsightedness will be our undoing. My friends, it is my fervent hope that we will solve our problems before the tipping point is reached. We are capable of great things, as proved by what science and the arts have accomplished thus far. But we must not be blinded by optimism. We can no longer rely on nature to heal the wounds we’ve inflicted upon Mother Earth—we must be realistic and hedge our bets. It’s imperative we develop a contingency plan that will ensure the survival of the species. By coming together in a common cause, we can accomplish miracles.


  “Thank you for your time, ladies and gentlemen. Good day.” And with that, Dr. Solomon Chavez exited the auditorium amid a frantic swarm of unanswered questions.




  PART ONE: STRINGING THE BOW


  “Time passes!” Men in fond delusion say.


  “No!” Time demurs; “’tis men that pass away.”


  —From the poem “Man and Time” by Arthur Guiterman




  1


  PHOENIX, ARIZONA: 8:25 A.M., APRIL 3, AD 2060


  “Hurry and finish your breakfast, young man. We need to be downstairs in ten minutes.”


  The curly-haired six-year-old tore his eyes from the frenetic cartoon playing on the seventy-two-inch HV set mounted on the hotel suite’s wall, responding with a loud whine, “Mom … The Benzie Badger Show’s not over yet.”


  “Listen to your mother, David. You don’t want us to be late, do you? After all, you’ve been looking forward to this as much as we have.”


  “Yes, papa,” the boy grumbled. “Computer—end program.”


  The crystal-clear, holographic image of Benzie Badger—who was set to whack Needles the Porcupine over the head with a club—faded to black. Hopping to his feet, David took his cereal bowl into the kitchen.


  Adjusting his tie, Richard Allison smiled at Erin, his wife of eight years, thinking how lucky he was to have such a beautiful, devoted partner in his life. She stood five-foot-seven in her stocking feet, had long blonde hair, a button nose, and the bluest eyes he’d ever seen. Her creamy-white, Nordic complexion was in sharp contrast to his own mocha coloration.


  Naval Commander Richard Allison stood six-foot-two inches tall and was thirty-five years old. He was in excellent physical condition, was exceedingly handsome—in an Old Hollywood sort of way—and was one of the world’s premiere astronauts. He’d just been hired by CIMRAD to oversee the final stages of pilot training for Solomon’s Arrow, the interstellar spacecraft at the hub of the Ark Program. With his exemplary service record, he would’ve been the perfect candidate to pilot the craft; unfortunately, one of the set requirements was that each crew member must be single, with no family members to grieve over during the interstellar journey. This requirement made it more difficult to fill certain technical positions. But with ten months until launch, the crew complement was nearly complete.


  Nine years ago he would’ve scraped and clawed his way into the pilot’s seat, but having a family changed his priorities. Still, it was hard not to envy the chosen pilot, Russell Takahashi. They were high school classmates, attended the U.S. Naval Academy together, and were often referred to as “Russ ’n Rich.”


  Then along came Erin …


  The two men had met the blonde beauty at the Navy’s annual ball. Russell had asked her to dance and afterward introduced her to Richard. The two were drawn together like magnets. Over the next few months, Richard and Erin spent every free moment together, which obviously upset Russell. However, their devotion to each other was apparent, and Russell’s bruised ego soon gave way to happiness. He even accepted Richard’s offer to be best man at their wedding.


  Soon after, his and Richard’s paths diverged, though their reputations took a parallel course: Both were considered the best in their field, with Russell edging out Richard in his devotion to flying and keeping his piloting skills fresh, but only barely. When Russell was hired as chief pilot for the Ark Project, Richard wasn’t surprised. His friend deserved the honor.


  Richard hadn’t seen Russell in four months, but after his hiring by CIMRAD, the two would be working together on a daily basis and be reunited as “Russ ’n Rich.” It was hard to believe that he would soon be sitting with Russell and a number of other dignitaries on the tarmac of Sky Harbor International Airport, ensconced in the luxury of Dr. Solomon Chavez’s private Space-plane, taxiing toward a new, better future in the floating city of Pacifica.


  Picking up his Personal Interlink Device and slipping the flexible, rectangular gadget—about the size of a playing card and twice as thick—into the breast pocket of his shirt, Richard turned to his wife and son, and said with an excited smile, “Our lives are about to change forever. We’ve made sacrifices—bidding goodbye to family and friends—but it won’t be forever. Erin, you’re a freelance writer—your job isn’t affected by where you live. And David, you’ll have a brand new set of friends before you know it.”


  Erin smiled and began to scoot her son toward the door. The boy was understandably nervous to start this new phase of life, but also excited. Shortly after learning where they were moving, he began to study everything he could download about oceanography. David’s young, inquisitive mind reminded Richard of himself at that age—only his field of interest had centered on the history of aircraft, then later, the anatomy of girls.


  These days, the only female anatomy he was interested in was Erin’s. After eight years of marriage, their passion had yet to wane. He was sure he couldn’t be more in love with another person … unless that other person was David. When his son was born, a completely different part of Richard’s heart opened up as he learned to love in a powerful new way.


  As he exited the suite with his family, Richard could barely contain his joy. “This is it,” he gushed. “Let’s go touch the wild blue yonder.”


  •


  When Richard and his family exited the sumptuous lobby of the Arizona Biltmore Hotel and boarded their waiting limousine, the car’s automated voice began: “Welcome to Sky Harbor Limousine Service. Our goal is to make your ride a pleasant one. If you prefer to use your PID in place of this vehicle’s interlink device, please insert it in the appropriate slot.”


  Removing the PID from his shirt pocket, Richard slid it into the armrest console slot. The limo’s mechanical voice was replaced by a pleasantly sultry, female one, which the three knew by heart.


  “Good morning, Richard; good morning, Erin; good morning, David.”


  “Good morning, Miri,” they all said in unison.


  “This vehicle’s program has informed me that your destination is Sky Harbor International Airport, in Phoenix, Arizona. Are you ready to proceed?”


  Erin, having just finished buckling David’s seat belt, leaned back into her faux suede seat and quickly buckled herself in. “That we are, Miri, that we are.”


  The teardrop-shaped electric limousine pulled away from the curb, hummed by the carefully manicured shrubbery that spelled Biltmore, and was soon merging with traffic on the Piestewa Freeway headed south toward the airport.


  “Miri, please provide us with a synopsis of the morning news,” Erin said.


  The device took on a more serious tone. “President Cranston has announced that she will be speaking at the memorial for the slain officers who died protecting her in last week’s foiled assassination attempt…. Congress is still fighting over the budget impasse…. Climatologists have released their yearly study, which states that the world’s oceans have risen another nine inches….” David’s ears perked up. “The Department of Transportation has determined that last month’s automobile accident in Maine, which resulted in two deaths, was the result of mechanical failure and not a breakdown of the vehicle’s GPS system. Including those two deaths, that brings the total this year in the United States to seven fatalities. At this rate, the present year will exceed last year’s total of fifteen by a significant margin—”


  “Thank you, Miri,” Richard cut in. “I think that will be enough news for now.”


  “As you wish, Richard. Please let me know if you need anything else.”


  Before he could respond, David spoke up. “Papa, I learned that people once drove cars with their hands, not GPS. Ms. Fletcher said that thousands of people died each year. That must have been really scary.”


  “I’m sure it was, son.” Leaning forward, he gave the boy’s knee a comforting pat. “You don’t need to worry about us … automobile accidents are rare these days. Miri, open my play list. Start with ‘Moonlight Sonata’ and then shuffle.”


  “Yes, Richard.”


  The soothing strains of Beethoven’s classic piano number began to waft through the vehicle’s interior. David rolled his eyes, groaned, and reached for his portable game controller. Erin took hold of Richard’s hand and squeezed; she knew the significance of the song. It had been playing when they first met, and from that day forward he made a point to play it whenever a special occasion arose. This was just such an occasion.


  Lighthearted, Richard gazed out the side window at the gorgeous mountains looming in the distance and felt the music wash through his soul.


  •


  THIRTY-FIVE MINUTES LATER


  The terrified, middle-aged woman sat tied to a wooden chair, staring into a pair of cruel, blue eyes framed by a heavy brow. She wanted to scream, but the rag stuffed in her mouth made that impossible. She wanted to struggle against her bindings but knew that would result in a severe beating, as evidenced by her black, puffy eyes and bruised ribs. Her kidnapper loomed over her, daring her to make a sound as he spoke into his PID.


  “Are you positive he’s on board?” the kidnapper asked, pausing for the answer. “Good, you know what to do … yes, she’s fine…. You’re in no position to make demands, Reverend,” he snarled. “Very well … I’ll put her on speaker.”


  The whip-thin kidnapper looked over toward the woman and pressed the mute button on his PID. “I’m gonna remove your gag so you can speak to your husband. If you let on that you’ve been mistreated, I’ll kill you … and then, I’ll hunt down and do the same thing to your children. Do you understand?”


  The woman nodded vigorously.


  After removing the soiled gag from the woman’s mouth, the kidnapper pressed the talk button on his PID and held the device up to the side of her head. Her eyes were filled with tears.


  “You may speak with your wife.”


  “Winifred … Winifred … are you all right?”


  “Y–yes, dearest.”


  “Thank God! How are you? Have they been treating you well?”


  She wanted to scream the truth. She wanted to shout through the phone. They’ve hurt me! Don’t give in to their demands! She wanted the courage to defy this man, but the faces of her children floated in her mind, overriding all other concerns.


  The kidnapper made a circular motion with his hand, telling her to hurry up and speak.


  “What? Oh, yes … I’m, I’m fine, dear. They’ve been treating me well. I’ve had plenty to eat and a soft bed to sleep on. They’ve assured me that I’ll be taken home when this is over. The funny thing is—I believe them. You know how good I am at judging people.”


  “Hmm … yes …” Reverend Thurgood Creswell’s voice quavered momentarily. “When you see the kids next, send them my love.”


  “You can plan on it. God loves you, Goodie.”


  “I love you, Winnie.”


  The kidnapper held the PID up to his ear. “Just remember, don’t deviate from the plan. When this is over, you’ll be the man who destroyed the biggest threat to God’s plan the world has ever known. May the Lord bless your sacrifice and welcome you into his loving embrace.”


  Ending the call, he placed the PID on the nearby nightstand, reached behind his back, and removed a 9mm handgun from his waistband. Leveling the firearm, he pulled the trigger and scattered Winifred Creswell’s brains across her bedroom wall.


  •


  “In the next couple of days, we need to go out and show those clowns in Pacifica how real men party,” chuckled Russell Takahashi. Standing in the aisle of their employer’s private space-plane, he smiled down at Richard Allison, knowing full well his friend’s answer: Married men seldom partied with single men. Their wives simply wouldn’t allow it.


  With a twinkle in his eye, Richard glanced at Erin hoping she would give him the go-ahead. Her expression was neutral, which was not a good sign. She liked Russell well enough, but his reputation as a Lothario had been a bone of contention between them while they were dating and after the wedding. It wasn’t that she didn’t trust her husband; it was Russell with whom she had the problem. A whiff of infidelity, however false, would place a cloud over Richard’s career that could result in lasting consequences. Infidelity was punishable by court-martial and could result in the accused landing in the brig. No … Erin would have none of the infamous Russ ’n Rich party action during their time in Pacifica.


  “I’m not sure I’ll have much free time, Russ … but we’ll see,” Richard said.


  A look of mock disappointment crossed Russell’s face. “I guess the only time we’ll have to catch up on old times will be during lunch, at the cafeteria, over a grilled cheese sandwich and a cup of coffee … not pretzels and beer at a strip club.”


  Richard’s eyebrows shot up. Pursing his lips in anger, he cut his eyes toward David, who was seated between him and Erin. The youngster was studying Russell closely, a look of confusion on his angelic face. Beside him, Erin looked anything but angelic. She was so infuriated that her face had turned beet red, causing Richard to think the devil himself might make an appearance.


  “I’m only kidding, Erin,” Russell said, trying to backtrack. “You don’t have to worry—”


  “Excuse me, sir.” A sultry voice, attached to a young, female flight attendant, interrupted Russell’s train of thought. With a smile, he turned sideways to let her pass, but she instead leaned forward to address Richard. “Forgive my intrusion, but according to our records, you’re Naval Commander Richard Allison, correct?”


  “Yes … how may I help you, miss?”


  “The pilot was wondering if you would like to join her in the cockpit. She said to tell you, ‘If he’s not too busy twiddling his thumbs, he can sit in the jump seat during takeoff.’”


  A befuddled expression momentarily crossed Richard’s face, quickly followed by a dawning realization. “Is Captain Janice Ball the pilot?”


  “Yes, sir.”


  Richard’s face fairly glowed with joy. He turned toward Erin, but before he could voice the question, she was telling him, “Go ahead, we’ll be fine. Just remember to give Janice my love while you’re there.”


  As he rose to his feet, a small voice asked, “Can I go too, Papa?”


  Richard gazed down into his son’s expectant face and felt a pang of guilt. “Not this time, buddy. It’ll be cramped during takeoff, and the pilot needs to pay attention to the controls, not to curious little boys. Besides, you don’t want your mother to be alone back here, do you?”


  “No, Papa.”


  Richard gave David’s curly mop of hair a quick tussle as he turned to leave.


  “Hey, Rich. Who’s Janice Ball?”


  By the keen look on Russell’s face, Richard knew his friend was jealous over not being invited to the cockpit. After all, he was the world-famous pilot who’d been interviewed by nearly every talk show host on HV. “She was my wingman from ’56 to ’58, after you were reassigned.”


  “Hmm …” one eyebrow rose. “Is she pretty?”


  “I suppose so. But more importantly, she’s very married.”


  Normally that answer would’ve dissuaded most men, but Richard couldn’t tell if Russell’s shrug meant he understood Janice to be off-limits or that her being married didn’t matter to him.


  Richard stepped into the aisle, and the flight attendant motioned him forward, while at the same time telling Russell, “Sir, you need to return to your seat. Takeoff is in two minutes.”


  “Is it okay if I sit here, instead?”


  The attendant looked to Richard, “I don’t mind, as long as my wife doesn’t.”


  Erin’s only sign of disappointment (if one looked close enough) was the tight smile on her face. “He’s more than welcome. In fact, he can educate David in the ways of men … while you’re hanging out with Janice.”


  His wife’s needling reply was offset by the twinkle in her eye. Richard chuckled and shook his head. “I’ll see the three of you in thirty minutes … when we land in Pacifica.”


  Erin studied Russell as he watched Richard depart. A trace of envy clouded his expression. “Well, are you just going to stand there admiring the view, or are you going to take a seat?”


  Her comment elicited a sound from Russell that landed somewhere between a cough and a laugh. “Your tongue is as sharp as ever, Erin,” he said, taking the now empty seat. “So, when are you going to come to your senses and see that I’m the better man for you?”


  “Not anytime soon. I suppose I still enjoy being crazy … in love.”


  Russell chuckled. “From the look of things, crazy suits you.” He was about to say something else when he glanced down at David, who was seated between them. The boy’s eyes were knit in a fierce glare. “What’s up with you, little man?”


  With a pout, David crossed his arms, looked away, and sank in his seat.


  Reaching over, Erin gave David’s leg a comforting pat. “It’s all right, sweetheart. Your Uncle Russell and I are only teasing each other. That’s what grownups do.”


  “He’s not my uncle.”


  The boy’s surly tone prompted Russell to burst out laughing. His amusement only served to make David’s mood grow darker by the second.


  “Richard has quite the champion here, Erin.” A loud, dramatic sigh escaped Russell’s lips. “I suppose I should return to my actual seat before your son decides to blacken my eye.”


  “I wouldn’t worry so much about David as I would your girlfriend.”


  Russell’s head whipped back toward the front of the plane. Standing five rows away in the middle of the aisle, hands on hips, was a beautiful, statuesque blonde who could’ve easily passed for one of Erin’s cousins. She did not look pleased.


  A female voice came over the intercom. “Ladies and gentlemen, this is your captain speaking. Please fasten your seat belts. The plane will be taking off in one minute. I’ve been instructed to inform you that the noon briefing with Dr. Solomon Chavez has been postponed. He was called away unexpectedly and will be taking a later shuttle. The meeting is rescheduled for 10:30 tomorrow morning. I hope your stay in the great city of Phoenix, Arizona, was a pleasant one. Please adhere to the safety protocol provided by the flight attendant.”


  “I guess that’s my cue,” Russell said, quickly rising to his feet. “Have a nice flight, Erin.”


  As he strode rapidly up the aisle toward his seat, an irritated flight attendant shouted, “Sir, you cannot be moving around! Take your seat, now!”


  “Yeah, yeah,” Russell grumbled. Waving dismissively, he plopped down beside his girlfriend and hastily fumbled with his seat belt.


  Excited chatter could be heard throughout the aircraft. Eighty-nine passengers were onboard: ten reporters, thirty-two new CIMRAD employees, Richard and his family, Russell Takahashi, the elderly gentleman seated across the aisle from Erin and David (who’d arrived the day before), and other invited guests who would be given a personal tour by Dr. Solomon Chavez upon their arrival in Pacifica.


  After checking to make sure David’s seat belt was secure, Erin leaned forward to study the elderly gentleman seated across the aisle. He looked very familiar … and extremely nervous.


  “Is this your first time flying, sir?” she asked.


  “What … um, no, I, ah, I’ve flown many times.” Looking back down, he stared at the PID he’d been speaking into less than two minutes earlier. His bottom lip was quivering.


  “You look very familiar,” Erin continued. She felt the space-plane begin to move. An uneasy feeling began to grow in the pit of her stomach. “Have we met before?”


  Tearing his gaze from the now silent PID, the man tucked the device into the breast pocket of his expensive Italian suit and faced Erin. His eyes dropped immediately to David, whose face glowed with childlike anticipation. The plane was now moving faster. The elderly man’s expression was sad, almost pained, as he spoke, his gaze fixed on David. “No, I don’t believe we’ve ever met before, Madame. You probably recognize me from the news or from my many appearances on HV. My name is Reverend Thurgood Creswell.”


  •


  Richard was speaking as he strapped himself into the jump seat. “So, how’ve you been, Jan? I hear that CIMRAD pays its pilots a fortune to fly Chavez to Bangkok or Washington or wherever else he wants to go.”


  Captain Janice Ball kept one eye on the controls as she spoke. The plane was moving down the runway at a fast clip. “I’ll just say this, Rich. It’s been a while since potted meat sandwiches were on my plate.”


  Richard’s shoulders shook with amusement at the memory of barely having enough time to eat a proper meal, what with flight training and missions and saving their money for a rainy day. Potted meat sandwiches had been the go-to food when a quick meal was called for—plus, it was cheap. The trick to scarfing them down day after day was ignoring the ingredients.


  “How long will you be in Pacifica?” he asked, watching how deftly she handled the controls.


  “A few days, maybe more … by the way, we’re livin’ there now. I’ll talk to Patrick … the four of us oughta get together while I’m on standby.”


  “Sounds great,” replied Richard. As the plane left the runway, he was pressed into his seat, his blood pounding with the familiar thrill of flight. If he hadn’t known better, he’d have sworn it was climbing vertically; the angle of ascent was so steep. Despite his mounting excitement, he felt a calm satisfaction wash over him, as his former wingman’s skills were top-notch.


  “How’re Erin and David?” Janice asked, her West Texas twang becoming more pronounced.


  “Couldn’t be better.”


  He experienced a momentary pang of guilt wondering if David had been frightened during take-off. Ha! The youngster was probably thrilled to death. Erin would be the one gripping her seat so tightly her manicured nails would threaten to snap off.


  The plane was accelerating rapidly through the upper stratosphere.


  “Yeehaw!”


  “Ride’m cowgirl!”


  As the two burst out laughing, the co-pilot shook his head and refocused his attention on the control panel.


  •


  With the news that Chavez was not onboard the flight, Reverend Thurgood Creswell’s heart sank. As panic set in, he nearly stood up and shouted, “Let me off this plane!” but fear held him fast. His wife’s captors would not take kindly to him revealing their plan. This had been their best opportunity to take out “God’s enemy,” and now it was ruined. All that remained was for him to face the consequences in stoic silence.


  It won’t be long now, he thought, scratching absently at the barely healed five-inch scar running beneath his rib cage across the left side of his abdomen. The implanted explosive device would be triggered when the suborbital space-plane reached 110 miles above the Earth and would then detonate after the plane began its descent and reached 90 miles.


  The G-forces were strong, but they would soon reach the upper atmosphere and it would ease off for a bit. His life—and those aboard the plane—would be over in a matter of minutes. He ached at the thought. The lovely young boy seated across the aisle didn’t deserve this fate. Few onboard did. Unfortunately, the only individual who did deserve to die had skipped out.


  Damn that Solomon Chavez! He is the enemy of God’s plan, just as the terrorists claimed!


  Though Creswell was not an active member of the Christian Republican Army, he was sympathetic to their cause. He understood and approved of their agenda, though he disagreed with their methods (for the most part). The CRA was a brutal organization that bombed government buildings, beheaded abortion doctors, was implicated in assassination attempts on federal judges and the president herself, among other, more generalized acts of terrorism.


  One month earlier, when the news broke that Reverend Creswell had been invited to attend a prayer breakfast in Pacifica, and that he would be personally escorted there by Chavez himself, the CRA had sprung into action. They kidnapped the reverend and his wife and forced them to send a message via social media, saying they were going on a much-needed vacation and would be out of touch for a few weeks. The CRA had implanted the explosive device in Thurgood that same day. After three weeks of postoperative recovery, coupled with a generous helping of indoctrination, the two had been whisked back to their home in Palm Springs, California. They had been monitored around the clock, with assurances that if either of them breathed a word of the group’s intentions, they and their entire family would be killed.


  Not that it mattered. During the previous week, the reverend was afforded little opportunity to talk with friends or employees, and when he did, he’d been too overwhelmed by the situation to say a word. Naturally, no one had suspected a thing, which he chalked up to the acting classes he’d taken in seminary school.


  Upon his arrival in Phoenix, he’d been met at the hotel by the mystery man himself, Dr. Solomon Chavez. The reverend hadn’t known what to expect, given that there were so many conspiracy theories about the secretive bastard. He’d half expected to see horns sprouting from the man’s forehead and smell brimstone on his breath. After all, the CRA had convinced him that Chavez was the Antichrist. But there were no horns, no hint of brimstone; instead, he was a handsome, reasonably pleasant individual. But what did he expect? The devil wouldn’t appear as a demon from a horror movie. He’d appear in beauteous guise, bearing the gift of health and long life, exactly as Dr. Solomon Chavez had done.


  He was a tricky one … the devil himself … which meant failure for the CRA’s plan. Chavez’s destruction was preordained. The Antichrist would be personally killed by Jesus, not by a group of deluded terrorists.


  The plane began to level off. They’d reached the desired altitude. The Reverend Thurgood Creswell felt the slightest twitch in his gut, telling him that the explosive device had been triggered. He began to pray with all his might, fervently hoping his wife would be safe and his children could one day forgive him.


  •


  “Ladies and gentlemen, this is your captain speaking. Those of you with window seats on the left-hand side of the plane will see most of Central America. Those of you on the right-hand side will see Hawaii … if you adjust the window magnification to 3.85. We will begin to make our descent in approximately seven minutes. Thank you.”


  Richard watched his former wingman switch off the intercom and swivel around in her seat. “I hear Russell Takahashi’s onboard,” she said, studying him closely. With her long, brown hair pulled back in a bun, her countenance appeared somewhat severe. She was an attractive woman with black eyes (thanks to a Latino grandfather), was smart as a whip, and would’ve made a valuable member of the space corps had she chosen that path. However, she aspired to use her exceptional skills in private industry.


  In a way, Richard almost envied Janice: She had a cushy job, made a good salary, and was still able to travel. Then he remembered: working for CIMRAD meant he also had a cushy job, made a good salary, and … well, he wouldn’t be flying space-planes, and his astronaut days were over for the time being, but two out of three wasn’t so bad. Of course, he could always reenlist once the Ark Project was under way and his services were no longer needed. By then, however, his lifestyle would’ve changed and reenlisting would be a difficult adjustment. He’d probably end up like every other topnotch pilot who’d been lured into the private sector … he’d stay there.


  “Hey, hot-dog,” Janice huffed. “Are you woolgatherin’ over there?”


  “What? Sorry … I was just thinking about …” he shrugged his shoulders, “… never mind. You heard right, Russell’s onboard.”


  “Hmm …” Janice turned to her copilot. “You know, Lars, Richard here would’ve been the pilot for Solomon’s Arrow … had he been single. Russell Takahashi’s an excellent pilot, mind you, but he would’ve come in a distant second … I’m sure of it.”


  Richard groaned. “Don’t remind me, Janice. Besides, Russ is more than qualified. He can still out-fly anyone placed against him … except me.” Jutting out his chin, Richard simulated a yawn, prompting Janice and her copilot to laughter.


  “Ha! That’s the Richard Allison I know and love,” she teased. “It’s not too late to divorce your old, ugly, dried up, shrew of a wife and steal Takahashi’s job out from under ’im.”


  “Hey! That’s my old, ugly, dried up, shrew of a wife you’re talking about,” Richard snapped back. “And don’t forget it. Besides, there’s David to consider. Even if we did divorce—which is highly unlikely—he’d still be my tie to Earth. My application would be tossed in the trash bin.”


  “True enough.” A green light began blinking on the control panel, signaling the crew that the plane’s automated descent was about to begin.


  •


  Peering out the thick, round window at the coast of Central America, Erin saw the horizon tip slightly and knew the plane was preparing to drop out of low Earth orbit. They would soon be in Pacifica, settling into a new life. It was all so very exciting she could barely stand it.


  “Mama, why is that man smoking?”


  What an odd question for David to ask, Erin thought. People don’t smoke on planes. Turning to tell the imaginative youngster he shouldn’t tease about such things, she noticed the Reverend Thurgood Creswell having a seizure. David had been the first to notice, what with the passenger seated to the reverend’s right apparently asleep. Creswell was making soft mewling sounds, his eyes had rolled back in his head, and he was beginning to twitch … and yes, strangely enough, wisps of smoke were emanating from his foam flecked mouth.


  “Someone, help!” she screamed. “We need help back h—”


  The sudden, violent explosion cut off Erin’s next words, along with her life.


  •


  “I know this great sushi place we can go to after you’ve settled in.”


  “Huh, imagine that, a sushi place out in the middle of the ocean,” Richard joked. “What, no farm-raised cattle? A good steak would be—”


  In the next instant, Richard’s entire world was shattered.




  2


  MEMPHIS, TENNESSEE: 2:15 P.M.


  The final drop of smooth Arabica fell from the single-cup coffee maker into a souvenir cup containing the image of a sweat-drenched B. B. King playing his beloved guitar, Lucille. The cup then rose into the air and floated toward the hundred-year-old oak desk belonging to world-famous author and psychic detective, Bram Waters.


  The steaming cup of coffee was easing itself down beside his right hand when every social media device in the office began playing “The Thrill is Gone.” With his mind distracted by the racket, the cup fell the last few centimeters, with a few drops of the scalding liquid landing on the back of Bram Waters’ hand.


  “Shit!”


  Bram ordered his devices to turn off and, while reaching for his PID, sucked on the offending burn. Having heard his outburst, his longtime secretary, Charlene Tolliver, a not unattractive, middle-aged, red-headed former exotic dancer with four kids, came bounding into the room with a concerned look on her face.


  “What’s goin’ on, boss?” She glanced down at his hand. “You hurt?”


  “It’s nothing. I spilled some coffee on myself. That’s all.”


  “Ha! Didn’t see that comin’, didja?”


  Whenever Bram so much as stubbed his toe, Charlene was there to give him a good-natured ribbing about his psychic gifts. Most days her humor made him laugh. Today was different. He’d felt uneasy all afternoon and was having trouble concentrating on his current case, which was a typical assignment, nothing that would require more than a day or two to solve. He didn’t need the money, but cases such as this kept him busy and paid her salary. Charlene was a little rough around the edges, but she was enjoyable company—and, truth be told, was still easy on the eyes. But after two solid days of rain, together with apprehension and his burned hand, Bram was in anything but a jovial mood.


  “Could you please bring me some ointment, Ms. Tolliver?”


  “Sure, Mr. Waters,” she huffed. Spinning around, she stalked out of the room.


  With an exasperated sigh, Bram looked to the heavens, then spoke to his PID. “Jake, please turn on the HV. Make it channel 57.” If something important had taken place, his preferred news network would be covering it.


  He was right. The familiar image of a sandy-haired, female reporter appeared on the forty-inch HV screen embedded in the office wall opposite his desk. She was broadcasting from a rapidly moving helicopter, valiantly trying to keep her composure.


  “Switching to camera three, the viewer can see remnants of the downed space-plane.” A wide expanse of water came into view, littered with smoking debris. “For those viewers just tuning in, a space-plane carrying ninety-four passengers and crew, and owned by Dr. Solomon Chavez, the renowned philanthropist, has crashed off the coast of South America. As you can see, Brent, there’s a huge debris field. We have yet to learn of any survivors. We have also not been told whether Dr. Chavez was … hold on … I’m receiving word that he was not a passenger. However, I can confirm that Captain Russell Takahashi, command pilot for Solomon’s Arrow—also called Mona’s Ark by the public—was on the downed plane. I have also received confirmation that the controversial minister, Reverend Thurgood Creswell, was a passenger as well.”


  Bram leaned forward in his chair, not even noticing that Charlene had entered the office with the ointment. She stopped in her tracks and stared unblinking at the screen.


  After a brief pause, the reporter resumed speaking, her voice tremulous. “I’m not sure if what I’m seeing is correct, but … if the control room would please pan in on the debris field just south of the southernmost column of smoke, I’d like to … yes, yes! Stop, right there! Right there!”


  Bram saw a figure strapped to a mangled jump-seat floating face up in the relatively calm ocean. The camera zoomed in for a tighter shot.


  “Ladies and gentlemen, there appears to be a survivor!” The reporter’s excited tone added to the urgency of the moment. “We don’t know if he’s alive, but if … he’s lifting his head, he lifted his head!”


  With smoking wreckage floating all around him, a barely conscious Richard Allison managed to raise his wobbly head before passing out once again. A crimson stain was slowly spreading from his ruined body around the jump-seat he’d been strapped to, his life fluid returning to its primal origins, the sea. He was the plane’s only survivor, but unless he was rescued—and rescued soon—that status would soon change.


  “What a dramatic turn of events, ladies and gentlemen,” the reporter continued. “I’ve just been informed that a rescue chopper will be here in a matter of minutes. If that poor soul can hold on for just a little while longer, he’ll … oh, God. A school of hammerhead sharks have just surfaced, and are exploring the wreckage.”


  Six dark shapes, their hammer-shaped heads easily recognizable to the average viewer, were swimming through the water in Richard’s direction. He lay bleeding, oblivious to the danger he faced, but thankfully the sharks had not yet noticed him.


  “Dear God,” Charlene moaned, dropping the ointment and covering her mouth. She sank against the wall and stared at the screen, not wanting to watch, yet unable to tear her eyes away.


  Bram stared at the HV set, his jaw muscles clenching; aching with the strain of impotence, of wanting desperately to do something, anything, to help that poor man in the water, yet knowing he could do nothing … unless, perhaps …


  Turning his mind’s eye southwest toward the wreckage, Bram tried to contact the advancing predators and force his way into their primitive brains, in an attempt to divert their trajectory. He was unsuccessful. Their blood lust was starting to take hold. The sharks would be on the injured man in a matter of moments.


  Then he felt it. A nearby intelligence. Exploring the wreckage.


  Making telepathic contact, he sent a call for help, using vivid imagery and a not-so-subtle psychic nudge …


  The reporter was still carrying on a running commentary, her voice sounding desperate. “I’m sorry, ladies and gentlemen … but we need to cut away. It looks as if an even larger school of sharks has appeared on the scene. Through the use of facial recognition software, we’ve identified the injured man, but we will not be releasing his name at this time. What we can tell you is that he’s a former astronaut and valued member of Dr. Chavez’s team. We will rejoin the video feed later, after the, the … hold up, don’t cut away! One of the sharks, or what we thought were sharks, has broken the water’s surface. They’re not sharks at all! The second group is a pod of dolphins! Ladies and gentlemen, it looks as though a pod of dolphins has arrived. This is incredible! They’ve formed a protective circle around the injured man. We’re witnessing a truly dramatic event. Pray, ladies and gentlemen! Pray they hold the sharks off until the rescue chopper arrives. I’ve heard anecdotal stories about wild dolphins protecting fishermen whose boats have overturned, but to my knowledge it’s never been televised. And now, here it is, live, on GBS International HV!”


  •


  THE INDEPENDENT NATION OF PACIFICA: SIX WEEKS LATER


  Richard’s eyes fluttered open momentarily. He was, with difficulty, swimming to the surface of consciousness.


  “I believe he’s finally coming around, Solomon,” a female voice said, her tone hushed.


  There was no response. Richard wondered at that. Who was the woman speaking to? Was she speaking to the Solomon Chavez? What was happening? Where was he?


  Erin! David!


  With the sudden, terrifying memory of his wife and child, Richard’s eyes flew open. Lifting himself up, his vision swam and a surge of dizziness overtook him, forcing him to collapse into the soft mattress. He felt a set of hands on his shoulders.


  “Easy now, Commander … easy now, take your time. Don’t rush yourself,” said a different voice, definitely male, though it didn’t sound like Chavez.


  Has something happened to Erin and David? Damn it all to Hell. Room … stop spinning!


  Richard’s stomach felt queasy. “I think I’m going to puke,” he moaned.


  A strong set of hands belonging to a muscular young man of Peruvian descent helped him up and positioned a plastic bedpan under his chin. His stomach lurched, yet little fluid appeared. He felt better, nonetheless. As Richard’s head was lowered back onto the pillow, he caught a glimpse of a middle-aged gentleman in a white coat, a stocky, middle-aged woman with short, jet-black hair, and Solomon Chavez. All three were standing at the foot of his bed.


  “Nurse, give the commander four milligrams of Zofran to ease his nausea. After that, elevate his bed fifteen degrees, enough that he isn’t forced to lift his head during our conversation.”


  “Yes, Doctor.”


  Moments later, the anti-nausea medication kicked in, followed by a soft whirring noise. Soon his head was elevated enough for him to see the three visitors clearly.


  “Welcome back to the land of the living, Commander. My name is Dr. Gurdev Singh. I’m sure you have many questions.” Reaching up, Dr. Singh brushed a lock of wavy, salt-and-pepper hair off his forehead. “Before you start, I’d like to apprise you of your condition. Thanks to Dr. Chavez, you’ll make a full recovery. Your spleen and one of your kidneys needed replacing. You suffered third-degree burns over 10 percent of your body, but we regrew that skin and grafted it a few weeks ago. It is responding well. In a few months, you’ll never know you’d ever been bur—”


  “Where’re my wife and child?” Richard croaked. “Why aren’t they here?”


  The doctor glanced nervously at Chavez, who caught his eye and offered a barely perceptible shake of the head. “How much do you remember about the day you were injured, Commander?” he asked, trying to avoid the question.


  “Not much, Doc.” Richard’s eyebrows furrowed in deep thought. “I vaguely recall leaving the Biltmore and asking my PID to play … let’s see … oh, yes … “Moonlight Sonata.” But after that, I don’t …” Richard paused to study the doctor’s face. The man’s lips were pursed, and the other two stood like statues. “Like I asked before, where are my wife and child?”


  “There was an accident, Commander. As a result, you’ve been kept in a chemically induced coma during your recovery. You’re lucky to be—”


  “Enough already! Where are they?!” Richard barked. “Where’s my family?! Tell me where … they … where are … why … won’t … you …”


  Dr. Singh’s thumb held the button on the remote a moment longer, allowing the powerful sedative to flood Richard’s system. “Go back to sleep, Commander. This discussion can wait.”


  Grunting softly, Richard fought to stay awake, but the sedative worked its magic. All his cares floated away, and he sank into a comforting, dreamless sleep.


  •


  TWO DAYS LATER


  The images on the hospital HV flickered at the edges of Richard’s awareness, yet he paid them little attention. His sadness was overwhelming. All he could manage was to stare blankly at the light-green hospital wall, his mind numb to the world. His pain and anguish sat like a vulture, waiting patiently to consume him.


  He felt completely alone. Without Erin and David in his life, nothing really mattered.


  During the past two days of knowing that his family was dead, he’d gone through the motions, not caring what he ate or if he ate, letting nurses do the work of helping him to the bathroom, of giving him sponge baths. His massive depression was giving them plenty of cause to worry. But he didn’t really care. His heart was empty.


  Earlier that morning, Richard had been informed that Solomon Chavez would be stopping by to pay him a visit, yet even that news had gone in one ear and out the other without a twitch of anticipation. As he absently watched a stray piece of lint floating in a shaft of sunlight beaming through the room’s window, he realized someone had just spoken his name. How could that be? He was alone. That’s when he noticed his smiling face plastered on the HV embedded in the wall at the foot of his bed. He recognized the man who was speaking: Darren Brantley, of The Darren Brantley Show.


  “… and later in this hour I’ll be speaking with Dr. Alice Shively about Commander Allison’s long-term prognosis. The public is still clamoring to learn about his condition. Since his dramatic rescue at sea, which was viewed by over 1.2 billion people on various network and interlink outlets, Commander Richard Allison has become one of the most talked-about people on the planet.”


  The news of his celebrity status was an unpleasant jolt back to reality. Richard was aghast as images from six weeks earlier appeared on the screen. He’d avoided watching the HV up until this morning, but his nurse had insisted, thinking some light entertainment would help alleviate his doldrums. Richard had shrugged, not caring whether the HV was on or off. But this, this was different. This was the first he’d seen of his body floating in the dark-blue waters of the Pacific, surrounded by smoking debris, surrounded by sharks and dolphins.


  “Who can forget the horrific carnage or the heart-stopping minutes surrounding Commander Allison’s rescue?” Darren Brantley intoned, his famous baritone voice evoking the perfect amount of empathy from his audience. “I know I never will.”


  As the camera zoomed in, the holographic picture looked so vivid, so real, that it was easy to imagine he was watching the scene take place through a window in his room. He saw himself floating unconscious, oblivious to the battle raging around him. Richard watched as the dolphins surrounded him seconds before the hammerhead sharks’ arrival, their dorsal fins cutting through the water on an intercept course. At the last second the sharks veered off, forced aside by the fast-moving dolphins. Not dissuaded, they kept circling, making dashes toward his damaged body, trying to keep the madly protective dolphins off guard.


  As for the dolphins, they were ready and waiting, coordinated, sensing when the sharks were about to strike. The mammals were darting about, ramming sharks with their hard snouts. During the actual event, each time a shark attacked, the viewer at home would gasp in horror, thinking Richard’s luck had run out, followed by a cheer, praising the valiant dolphin’s courage when the shark was driven away.


  Despite knowing he was watching a prerecorded broadcast, Richard’s heart nearly leapt from his throat when he saw the first shark attack. While watching the nerve-racking battle between deadly predators and peaceful protectors, Richard began to appreciate why the real-time audience had become so invested in the outcome. It felt like he was having an out-of-body experience, like he was watching a stranger in jeopardy, not himself. When the rescue chopper finally arrived, he caught himself breathing a sigh of relief. The appearance of the chopper was the last straw for the sharks. Whether it was the noise or the downdraft from the whirring blades, the sharks suddenly fled the scene. Not so for the dolphins: half gave chase, leaving the other half to circle protectively around Richard.


  While his body was being lifted to the safety of the rescue chopper, the pursuing dolphins rejoined their brethren. With their permanent grins pointing skyward, the dolphins rose halfway out of the water, watching attentively until Richard was safely within the chopper. In unison, they began to chatter and leap backward through the air. After slashing down, they spread out, returning to the business of inspecting the plane’s smoldering wreckage.


  “By God, I could watch that footage all day,” Darren Brantley gushed. “Why, if I had a nickel for every goose bump that scene’s given me over the past six weeks, I’d be rich.”


  The camera switched back to the smiling HV host. His snow-white teeth, perfectly coifed, light-brown hair, and wide amiable face had been gracing the airwaves for well over two decades. Lacing his fingers together and leaning forward at his desk, he affected a more serious demeanor.


  “After the break, I’ll be speaking with a panel of experts about the mystery of Reverend Creswell’s involvement in the plane’s downing. Was he a willing pawn of the CRA? Could he have been the mastermind behind the failed plot to assassinate Solomon Chavez? Or, as some people believe, was the CRA using his wife as a tool to—”


  “Computer, turn off the HV,” Richard grunted, feeling drained and deeply disturbed. With a frown, he turned his head to gaze out the window.


  “It seems you’ve become quite the celebrity, Commander Allison.”


  Startled, Richard whipped his head toward the voice and saw Solomon Chavez standing in the doorway, his arms crossed as he leaned against the doorframe.


  “May I come in?”


  “Of course … have a seat.” Richard watched as his employer, who was wearing a faded pair of jeans, a gray V-neck sweater with white t-shirt underneath, positioned a chair beside his bed. The man’s casual attire was a bit jarring. “To what do I owe this unexpected honor, Dr. Chavez?”


  Crossing one leg over the other, Solomon studied Richard’s face. “In a matter of weeks, you won’t be able to tell that most of the skin from your left temple down to your jaw was replaced. And the new skin on your neck looks great.” Most of Richard’s injuries were barely noticeable due to the advances in treatment brought about by CIMRAD technology. “You should be able to leave the hospital by the end of the week.”


  Richard’s heart sank at the thought of living in an empty apartment.


  Solomon continued: “I apologize for not coming sooner. I’ve been very busy with …” he paused to shake his head. “I am so sorry for the loss of your wife and child. Their deaths were a senseless, terrible tragedy. I understand how you must …” Solomon stopped to clear his throat. “I can only imagine how you must feel right now, Commander Allison. This Sunday there will be a special memorial service for all those lost in the crash. We’ve delayed it, waiting for you to be well enough to attend.”


  Richard looked away, unsure if he could deal with the thought of sitting in a pew, staring at wreaths of flowers, listening to mournful tunes. “I … I don’t know if—”


  “The public expects you to be there, Commander,” Chavez cut in. “Since the crash, you’ve become the face of the Ark Project … together with your son, David—a beautiful boy if I’ve ever since one.”


  “David? I don’t understand.”


  “As I said earlier, you’ve become quite the celebrity, Commander. Of course, the public was outraged by what happened to the other passengers, but it was the picture of your son that set a billion tears flowing. For weeks the public was beside itself, calling for vengeance, retribution for David’s death. As a result, the CRA was forced even further underground. Even some of their right-wing supporters have been calling for their heads. So, you see, you simply must attend the memorial, Commander. It’s as much for the public, who’s invested a piece of their hearts in your boy, as it is for you and the families of the other victims.”


  Richard offered a slow, hesitant nod.


  “Good, I have one more thing—”


  “Can’t this wait, Dr. Chavez? I’m exhausted.”


  “Just one more thing and I’ll be out of your hair, Commander,” he said, glancing toward the HV screen. “I have someone who’d like to speak with you. Computer, connect with M-103.”


  The screen came to life. There, staring back at Richard was the face of a woman he hoped to never see again: Admiral Katherine “Battleaxe” Axelrod, former supreme commander of NATO and Captain of Solomon’s Arrow. Her prematurely gray hair was pulled back in a severe bun, her stern, angular features seemingly carved from granite, her navy-blue officer’s uniform adorned with the many ribbons awarded during her twenty-three-year career in the British navy.


  “Hello, Richard. I’m pleased to see you’re recovering so nicely. Sorry about your family.”


  The admiral’s characteristically indifferent manner grated on his nerves. Richard forced his irritation aside. “Hello, sir. You’re also looking well.” He always addressed her as sir, remembering vividly how, as a young lieutenant under her command, he’d made the mistake of calling her ma’am. He’d received a tongue-lashing he could still quote word for word. She’d said, “I’m not your mother,” and for him to call her sir, which was a sign of respect, and to never again insult her with that other appellation. One thing Richard would never call her was a friend; though he did respect her, which meant he was all ears when she appeared on screen.


  “As you well know, Richard, we lost many good people in the bombing, including Russell Takahashi. He will be sorely missed. But he’s not irreplaceable. There are other qualified pilots who could do the job nearly as well, but there is only one person who could do the job better, and that’s you. We’d like you to honor Russell’s memory by stepping into his shoes. What say you?”


  “But I’m not qualified for the …” that’s when Richard remembered: now he was qualified for the job. The main precondition for joining The Arrow’s crew was that their life be devoid of family. Six weeks ago he’d become eligible, and he hated it with a passion.


  Both Solomon Chavez and Admiral Axelrod waited patiently while he wrestled with the idea of their offer. It was too soon, Richard thought. They needed to find someone else. “I … I’m sorry, but I can’t accept your generous offer. I’m leaving the program. I need time to grieve, time to come to terms with what’s happened.”


  “Nonsense, Richard,” the admiral barked. “What you need more than anything is to work. You need to immerse yourself in your job, distract yourself with work. Lying around in bed all day does you no good. You’ve had too much time to dwell on your misfortune.”


  “Misfortune?!” Richard snapped. “What happened was not a misfortune, sir! Who the hell do you think you are? My life is destroyed! If you think I’ll—”


  “That’s enough, Commander Allison!” she warned. “You’re acting like a daft prick teetering on the edge of insubordination.” Her eyes flared with anger. “For the sake of what you’ve been through, I’m willing to overlook your behavior this time, but not again. Do you understand my meaning?” Richard’s glare should have made her explode with fury. Instead, her voice lowered, becoming cold, monotone. “Answer me, Commander.”


  Swallowing his resentment, Richard grumbled, “Yes, sir. Your meaning is perfectly clear, sir. However, that doesn’t change the fact that I have reservations about remaining in Pacifica, much less joining the mission.”


  That’s when Chavez chimed in. “Well then, let me clear those reservations up for you, Commander. I have your name on a contract. You are legally required to work for CIMRAD for the next eighteen months. And I’ll be holding you to that contract.”


  Stunned, Richard stared open-mouthed at Solomon Chavez, unable to believe his ears.


  “I wish it wasn’t so, Commander. Nevertheless, I will put the hammer down if required. All I ask is for you to not make any rash decisions. Start the job you were originally hired for. And if, in a month or two, you want to decline the Admiral’s offer, I’m confident we can find someone else to take your place. However, you owe it to your son’s memory to pick yourself up, dust yourself off, and set a good example for all those who’ve come to care for you.”


  Letting his head fall dejectedly to his pillow, Richard lay staring at the light-green ceiling, feeling his future slip from his control like water through a sieve. With a barely perceptible nod, he murmured, “Fine … I’ll consider the offer.”


  •


  Having earlier that day returned to the Lake Victoria complex from Pacifica, Dr. Mona Levin, the fifty-one-year-old designer and engineer of Solomon’s Arrow, stared out her penthouse window at the massive, circular structure lying at the heart of Elevator City. Owned and operated by a multinational conglomerate and constructed sixteen years earlier, the space-elevator was hailed as one of the world’s greatest technological marvels.


  At the turn of the century, the prevailing theory was to anchor the space-elevator with a carbon-nanotube cable, which would rise tens of thousands of miles into space to counteract the effects of gravity. This theory proved unrealistic and was mothballed until the year 2032, when a young quantum engineer, Dr. Mona Levin, designed the first independent, magnetic-levitation engine. After that breakthrough, it didn’t take long for the notion of a space-elevator to resurface. The maglev-engine could use a laser guidance system, allowing the orbital platform to be built closer to Earth, thus shaving what would’ve taken days to reach space down to hours and turning an impractical dream into a practical reality.


  The platform, orbiting three-hundred miles above Kenya, housed a rotating crew composed of seventy-eight scientists, administrators, and technicians, all of whom were working feverishly to build Solomon’s Arrow, aka Mona’s Ark. She hated the nickname, but also secretly relished it, knowing the reference applied to her Jewish heritage—a play on the ancient story of Noah’s Ark, of which the project was a modern day equivalent.


  The huge ground-side complex employed vast numbers of people, all of whom required housing and entertainment. Elevator City was built to accommodate their needs, and before long a booming economy was established.


  Mona studied a small dot rising through the atmosphere. The dot was the elevator’s transport container, and it was filled with supplies destined for the Arrow of Time (a nickname she coined, though it never stuck). As the transport passed the elevator’s midway point, Mona’s thoughts turned to Pacifica, causing her temper to flare once again.


  Damn that Solomon Chavez and his fucking rules!


  The junior Chavez was just like his father, a stickler for protocol and procedures. Everyone knew that she was the foremost quantum engineer on the planet and obvious choice to be the Arrow’s chief engineer. But no, her mother was still alive. Hell, her mother was pushing eighty and in poor health. As for Mona’s age, she was barely one year past the cutoff. There should be some leeway when it came to people such as her … important people, valuable people, people who put their heart and soul—their blood, sweat, and tears—into this momentous project.


  It wasn’t fair, and she stressed that fact in the only way she knew how, without much tact, while accompanying Solomon to Commander Allison’s room. She’d been present when the poor fellow awoke from his chemically induced coma.


  “You’re a son-of-a-bitch for not bending the rules, Solomon,” she’d snapped before entering the commander’s room. “You need me on this mission and you know it!”


  Solomon had come to an abrupt halt and faced her, a cold anger burning in his eyes. The timbre of his voice remained steady and he seemed his usual unflappable self, but she could tell he was furious over her continued attempts to change his mind. But he was a cool one … just like his father.


  “Mona, you need to stop harassing me about this. You know the rules better than anyone. If I break them for you, everyone from aging movie stars to pop tarts and their idiot brothers will be calling me up.” Solomon appeared sympathetic. “You and I both know you’re the best person for the job. But you don’t meet the qualifications, and that’s final. You belong here. After all, who’s better qualified than you to run the show once I’m fast asleep in a cryo-chamber?”


  Right, he just had to remind her that he was a member of the invited elite.


  Over six thousand people from various fields and professions had already been invited or would soon be invited to embark on the grandest, riskiest adventure mankind had ever attempted. They would arrive the week before liftoff to begin the process of cryogenic freezing, each person being kept alive in suspended animation using a recently discovered chemical treatment (from CIMRAD, naturally) that replaces their bodily fluids with a synthetic glucose designed to prevent the destruction of the body’s cellular integrity during the freezing process.


  Solomon, along with the other colonists, would fall asleep one day and, through the miracle of modern technology, awaken ten years later feeling as though they’d merely taken a cat nap. There would be minimal side effects, the most pronounced being a headache which, if treated promptly, would fade within twenty-four hours. During their ten-year nap, the Arrow would accelerate to just below the speed of light, using a zero-point electric engine (designed by her) together with a warp bubble to protect the ship from expanding to infinity, which, according to Einstein’s Theory of Relativity, would occur as the vehicle approached light-speed. The theory also maintained that during those ten years—two of which would be spent accelerating and then decelerating—the Earth would age nearly three thousand years.


  This prospect was what infuriated Mona the most. Her bones would be long turned to dust by the time Solomon climbed from his cryogenic chamber and set foot on humanity’s new home.


  Stepping away from her apartment window, Mona crossed the bedroom, slipped on her work jacket, and gazed at the full-length mirror hanging on her bedroom door. She wore no makeup, which accentuated every minute of her fifty-one years. Examining her dark-brown hair, which she’d always kept in a pageboy style, she noticed a couple of gray strands here and there. Perhaps it was time to visit a stylist and wash that gray right out of her hair, like the advertisement said.


  Although her features were plain, she was far from ugly. Her body was slightly overweight, not stick-thin like the models she saw in fashion magazines. Fortunately, her curves fell in all the right places. And she was certainly not a shrinking violet. She’d gone to bed with her fair share of men—and a few women—over the years. She was a well-respected, highly-intelligent scientist who was good at solving engineering problems … and getting her way.


  After a decade of working her fingers to the bone for Solomon Chavez, combined with the previous five years working for his father, she would not be relegated to the sidelines. She ached to be named chief engineer of the Arrow. If that dream was thwarted, Mona would be forced to take matters into her own hands … and institute plan B.




  3


  TEN MILES EAST OF MEMPHIS, TENNESSEE: 3:57 P.M., MAY, 15, 2060


  Bram guided his antique, electric-powered, candy-apple red trike down the dusty back roads of his adopted home state, enjoying the spring breeze in his hair. He’d bought the three-wheeler months ago, but this was its first road trip. Shortly after noon he’d loaded the trike in the bed of his pickup and programmed the GPS to take him to an isolated stretch of dirt.


  Gunning the accelerator, Bram pushed the humming motorbike’s speed up to 45 mph. He’d never driven a manually operated trike before, and the thrill of doing so was contagious. It was also illegal. Manually operated vehicles were outlawed twenty-eight years earlier, but by then most vehicles used GPS. The law had been passed to discourage miscreants like him.


  Logically, he understood the need for the ban: There shouldn’t be a bunch of anarchists on the road, swerving in and out of traffic, getting into horrific accidents, putting law-abiding citizens in harm’s way. But … the law had also sucked the life out of the open road. Despite the advantages supplied by GPS operating systems, he often longed for the good old days of family cruises and teenage boys roaring down Main Street in actual gasoline-powered hot rods.


  He could imagine what it must have been like to drive what amounted to a fire-breathing dragon down the highway. Now the only place a gasoline-powered engine could be found was in a museum—if one didn’t count a few Third World countries where they were still being used. And even they were starting to see the light. Since the petroleum industry was focused solely on petrochemical endeavors instead of gasoline, the remaining few gas-powered vehicles had been converted to use biofuels. This meant that the streets of rural Cambodia, and equivalent habitats around the globe, smelled of French fries, hamburgers, and fried chicken.


  With these thoughts swirling in his head, Bram failed to notice the police monitor affixed to a post on the side of the road. Moments later, his reverie was interrupted by the ringtone version of Robert Johnson’s “Hellhound on My Trail.” Pulling to the side of the road, he placed the trike in neutral and reached for his Personal Interlink Device, feeling perturbed. He’d specifically asked Eric—his PID’s artificial personality—to transfer all his calls to voice mail for the duration of the trip. That’s when an image came to mind of a star, with the words “Tennessee State Police” wrapped around its outer edge.


  “Dammit!” Bram glanced around, looking for the monitor; it was around a bend in the road. Shoulders slumping, he spoke to his PID, “Connect me with the men in blue, Eric.”


  “There’s no need for that, Bram.” Eric’s voice sounded exactly like another one of Bram’s idols, an English guitar-god from the twentieth century. “The state police traffic computer has instructed me to forward this information: ‘Bram Waters, you will immediately cease and desist driving your manually operated vehicle. If you do not, said vehicle will be impounded. If you have the means, arrange for its pick up. If not, the state police will make arrangements for you, which will include a nominal towing fee. Expect a fine of one-thousand one-hundred fifty-three dollars for blatantly failing to comply with existing state and federal laws. Have a nice day.’”


  “What a crock!” Bram seethed. He wanted to grind his PID into the dirt, but instead heaved a heavy sigh. “Eric, program my truck with these coordinates. By the way … do I have any other messages?”


  “Yes, Bram, you have eleven messages in all.”


  “Jeez … okay, give me the bad news.”


  “Is that sarcasm or an actual premonition, Bram?”


  Frowning at the PID, he grumbled, “Just play the messages.”


  What followed was a message from Charlene telling him that she was through for the day and heading home; two robo-calls, which he quickly deleted; five advertisements, which were also deleted; one lead on a current case; and one from a potential client before the final message was played. He bolted upright in the trike’s seat, his mouth hanging open in shock.


  “This is Lawrence Murchison, press secretary for Dr. Solomon Chavez. I am pleased to inform you that you have been chosen to participate in the greatest adventure ever envisioned by the mind of man: The Ark Project. Most of the other six thousand people chosen were informed by underlings or by computer; however, I’m calling you personally, Mr. Waters, because we want to offer you a special position as a crew member, the details of which I’ll outline when you return my call. Please contact me by four o’clock. If you receive this message after that time, please call first thing in the morning. I’m looking forward to speaking with you … but I suppose you already knew that.” Bram heard a soft chuckle. “Sorry, I couldn’t resist. Good day, Mr. Waters.”


  Variations on that lame joke had plagued Bram long before his memoir became a bestseller. Lawrence Murchison’s attempt at humor hadn’t fazed him—it was the message itself that threw him for a loop. Bram stared at his PID, stunned, not having seen this coming.


  “What the fuck?” was the only reaction that came to mind.


  •


  ORANGE COUNTY, CALIFORNIA: 9:27 P.M., MAY, 29, 2060


  Shaking his head in disgust, Jimmy Jamison glared at the HV, his eyes following President Gale Cranston as she strode from the podium and out of the White House press room. The president had just finished giving one of her all-too-frequent press conferences, once again trying to reassure the American people that the faltering economy was on the upswing.


  It was bullshit! Everyone knew she was a lying, devil-loving, Hollywood liberal.


  “Sarah, turn this crap off,” he spat.


  “You betcha, Jimmy.” The computer’s chipper, North Dakotan accent always made the seventy-eight-year-old former software engineer smile.


  Rising from his plush leather couch, Jimmy Jamison cinched the red, silk robe tighter around his slight, five-foot seven-inch frame, opened the sliding glass window located in his mahogany-paneled study, and stepped onto the terrace overlooking his kidney-shaped swimming pool.


  “Sarah dear, connect me with Dahlgren. And use the secure channel.”


  Seconds later, a man’s husky voice sounded in his Bluetooth implant. “Dahlgren here, Mr. Jamison. How can I help you?”


  “I’m curious how the Victoria Proposal is coming along.”


  “It’s right on schedule, sir. Our inside contact has sent word of the shipment’s arrival. It will be loaded the day after tomorrow.”


  “Excellent! We are doing the Lord’s Work, my friend. A great reward will be awaiting our arrival in heaven.”


  “I’m sure that’s true. However, the money you’re paying me will come in handy while awaiting the heavenly version.”


  Philistine! Doesn’t he know that money is a poor substitute for God’s love? “Of course, my friend, you will be well rewarded when the plan succeeds. When the modern-day tower of Babel tumbles to the earth, a cry—no—a roar of joy will erupt from the mouths of the faithful, unlike anything heard since the walls of Jericho came tumbling down.”


  “Amen, brother.”


  Jimmy Jamison looked to the heavens and pursed his thin lips. “Call me the instant you learn of our success. Sarah, disconnect.”


  Placing his blue-veined hands on the veranda’s white, marble railing, Jamison watched his grandchildren frolic in the pool, their happy voices sounding as if there wasn’t a care in the world. If they only knew the truth, he thought. If only they knew that the Antichrist walked the Earth, weaving his evil plot to subvert the Lord’s will, they would be shivering with pure terror instead of splashing and cavorting with unmitigated joy.


  Perhaps it was best they didn’t know. Their happy, carefree voices were like a balm to his soul. The young shouldn’t suffer from the horrific truths that plague adults.


  •


  LAKE VICTORIA COMPLEX, KENYA: 4:12 A.M, MAY 30, 2060


  Three sharp beeps woke Floyd Sullivant from a peaceful night’s sleep without disturbing his boyfriend. Floyd’s eyes snapped open, knowing that the sonically directed alarm clock, which could only be heard by the individual it was focused on, was programmed to activate only in case of an emergency involving his job as head of security.
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comes deftly full circle in the end, hitting the mark dead-
on allthe way from the Epsilon Eridani star system!”
~DAVID NABHAN, author of The Pilots of Borealls'
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