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    Dedication




    To the lady who helped birth the idea




    and inspires me every day to strive.
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    A community is like a ship;




    everyone ought to be prepared to take the helm.




    -Henrik Ibsen




    




    But O the ship, the immortal ship!




    O ship aboard the ship!




    O ship of the body – ship of the soul—voyaging, voyaging, voyaging!




    -Walt Whitman, Aboard, at a Ship’s Helm




    




    


  




  

    




    Part I


    The Nara Threshold




    




    Chapter 1




    Nara, Japan, February, 2082




    A hand descended out of the darkness and landed on Ri’s shoulder. She knew the hand instantly. Only Tinnai, of the whole cadre, dared touch her without warning. Others had learned all too well of her hair-trigger reflexes.




    “I’m ready, Tinnai.” Ri kept her young girl’s voice at a barest whisper.




    Tinnai’s nod was more felt than seen in the darkness. Taking her hand, the cadre leader placed something heavy in it. A pipe. The pipe! Tinnai had been sharpening it for weeks on the concrete. The constant grinding noise now a part of everyone’s dreams. The point shone wickedly. Even in the overcast, moonless night, she could see the glimmer of the steel-bright edge. It was almost as long as she was tall. A fearsome weapon.




    “Tonight. You guide us.” And then, impossibly, Tinnai bowed to her. A shadow upon shadow. Bowed deeply. Honor and respect from the cadre leader. If Ri had still been a young one, she’d have started to cry. But not tonight. Tonight, Tancho Cadre’s fate lay in her hands. There had never been a more important fight. And it was hers to lead.




    She returned the leader’s bow, hefted the pipe to the center of balance, the surface rust rough against her palm, and turned to face along the sidewalk. The cracked concrete beneath her bare feet made her feel more stable. She tried to breathe slowly and shallowly so that the vapor that escaped her mouth into the freezing air would be even less visible in the night.




    Tinnai rested her hand on Ri’s shoulder. In moments the signal passed up the line just as they’d rehearsed. A squeezed shoulder, from girl to girl up the entire line until Tinnai’s hand squeezed Ri’s and they were ready to go.




    Tonight she didn’t run with a small group of hunters. Tonight, the entire cadre hunted the streets of Nara together. Tancho Cadre. The Fighting Cranes. They owned this night. Nineteen girls strong from four to sixteen years old. In the last city of Japan. Maybe the last one on Earth.




    She touched the rough brick of the old wall beside her to make sure of her direction and moved forward. Each crack in the sidewalk an old friend. Walked but twice in a month of planning, once at the beginning to learn, and yesterday to confirm the memory she’d spent four long weeks honing until it sang as a part of her blood.




    Fifty-four paces before she reached out again and exactly touched the corner of the brick wall. Her finger traced the small pocket made by a missing chip at exactly the height of her elbow.




    She turned right and began a new count. The cadre followed in carefully rehearsed lockstep. The air so cold it had little smell. When it blew from the north, the scent of snow and mountains sometimes clawed into Nara. From the south, it smelled of the sea. From the east was the worst. The smell of cooking, of actual food occasionally rose from Daibutsu-den cadre or from the dark mystery of Nara-ken park. But not tonight. Tonight the air hung still and silent, the wind but another creature holding its breath in the dark.




    At fourteen steps, a scuffle by her foot then a squeak as a rat scurried off.




    Ri counted to fifty.




    All was silent.




    She counted to a hundred.




    Still nothing.




    Fourteen. Her foot had been raised for fifteen. She continued her count and the cadre followed in perfect silence.




    At thirty-two she reached out her right hand again and traced the vertical line of the Yen symbol on the steel plaque beside the bank’s missing door. She’d asked Tinnai, but no one knew what it meant, only what it was called and that it had been holy.




    She turned left and headed across the invisible street toward tonight’s target, the one they’d been training to attack for nearly three months. The bookstore lay three and seventeen and two paces ahead.




    One. Two. Three. At the curb, she lifted her shoulder high to warn of a change underfoot then stepped off the curb. Weeks of practicing “Follow the Elder” wearing blindfolds paid off. Tinnai’s hand shifted as the message passed shoulder to hand down the line of nineteen girls.




    Tinnai had berated her for her risks this afternoon. She’d cleared a narrow path through the debris on the street. A little girl, she stood small, even for a ten-year-old, chasing a pretend playmate up and down the street. Hawk Cadre’s guards had watched her with disdain. They’d made a fatal mistake and left the silly little girl alone. For once Ri was glad of her small size. In just four heart-stopping passages up and down the street, she’d managed to confirm her practiced distances and to clear tonight’s path for the cadre.




    She’d had to do it. Rani was clumsy. She couldn’t even do the simplest obstacles in the dark without messing up. She didn’t cry out after the first hunt she’d ruined. But tonight a stumble, even a scuffed foot, and the whole cadre might go down.




    And Tinnai would be far angrier if she knew that Ri had entered the tunnels of the Zenbu beneath the store. A terrible risk, but there she had locked the basement door of the bookstore from the outside, blocking escape. A risk that would cause her nightmares for many nights, if there were more nights.




    Seventeen steps, she raised her shoulder and stepped up onto the opposite curb. Only there was no crack in the concrete beneath her bare foot.




    Think! Had she veered left or right in the crossing?




    She started to slide a foot to the right, searching the surface slick with the night’s frost when she heard it. A rattle of teeth.




    The sacrificial shivering outside the bolthole. The bookstore’s only entry, a knee-high, circular hole. The sacrificial huddled against it for warmth, kept from running away by the chain about his ankle.




    She shifted left a half step, felt the concrete crack beneath her foot, took two steps and kicked out. High and hard. Crushing the sacrificial’s throat before he could cry out his warning. Leaning in and up at the end of the kick, his neck let go as only a break could cause.




    He flopped sideways and Tinnai dove past her into the bolthole. The entire cadre flowed in like a single, long, gutter snake.




    Ri ducked through last. By the time she entered, Tancho Cadre flew forward in full motion through the store. The sacrificial’s chainkeeper had no more throat to cry with than the one he’d held captive. A knife slash had left only the ability to stare wide-eyed as he bled out. Firelight flickered from the back of the store, the towering bookcases dark silhouettes.




    Some of the cadre ran down the aisles. Others had vaulted onto the cases and ran along the tops leaping over gaps at the aisles. At the back of the store, they were only beginning to suspect an attack in full flight. When the ground team met resistance from the Hawks, the high runners fell upon them from above like deadly rain, their long dark hair streaming out behind them.




    Ri raced toward the back of the store. Tinnai and Ninka, Tancho’s best hunter, were in pitched battle with a pair of boys armed with clubs. Then two more joined in, racing up from what must be the cellar. Stopped by the door Ri had locked against them.




    Now they were coming up the stairs behind Tinnai. Perhaps she should have left the door unlocked so that they could escape if they survived the tunnels of the Zenbu. But a free Hawk could seek revenge.




    With a cry, “Behind you!” she swung her pipe at the head of one of the attackers. The weight of it carried it so far into his skull she had trouble freeing it. As he collapsed, the man in front of Tinnai also went down. Even as he died, he lacerated her right arm and it dangled suddenly limp.




    Her knife dropped and she dove to grab it with her other hand. But her recovery roll was wrong due to her injured arm. Blood was a sharp edge to the scent of night, the smoke from the firepit stung her eyes.




    The Hawk Cadre’s leader faced Tinnai. He was man-tall, his chin scraggly with a thin growth of whiskers. His companion fully engaged Ninka, she could do nothing to help. With a feral smile, the leader brandished the longest knife Ri had ever seen. Tinnai was in danger.




    Ri charged. No cry. Nor stealth. Nor thought. She brushed by Tinnai’s elbow and drove the pipe into the leader’s chest. The sharpened, shining point punched a hole right into him, only stopped by the bookcase he staggered against.




    His knife didn’t drop, but he didn’t raise it either. In surprise, he looked down to inspect the pipe protruding from his chest. Then he looked at Ri, just as his heart’s blood, black in the dim firelight, gushed out the open end of the pipe and sprayed all over her. The heat spread through her clothes and burned against her chilled skin. He toppled silently to the side like a stray leaf on the still winter air.




    Tinnai hamstrung Ninka’s attacker and a moment later, Ninka finished him off.




    The bookstore was silent. No more fighting. No shouts.




    Tinnai called roll. Two didn’t answer. Little Rani had killed one Hawk who’d then landed on her and knocked her out against a bookcase. She’d have a good bump for a while, but no worse. Melna was found with a knife between her breasts, but three lay dead around her. An honorable death.




    They all turned their attention to the towering bookcases.




    Books. Books beyond counting. In the flickering firelight another floor could be seen with more shelves.




    “So many books,” Ninka breathed into the warm night air inside the bookstore. “We have enough heat for a dozen winters!”




    # # #




    Ri awoke in the golden glow of morning light. And shivered. The fire had died during the night into a blackened firepit and the winter cold bit at her. And though the rest of the cadre still slept together in twos and threes, Tinnai’s place beside her was empty and held no warmth of their leader.




    She stirred the black ashes with the point of her pipe. They flaked and rose in nervous flutters upon the warmth of the embers below. These she nursed with gentle puffs of breath that filled the air with a light morning fog that faded away with the heat of the coals. A few pages, torn and placed just so and the flames caught it and curled the paper quickly. She propped a half open book on either side and let the flames lick the pages until they had caught. One more closed book, shoved deep in the coals, would burn long and slow.




    With the fire secure, she pulled on the jacket she’d been lying on. It had come from the large boy with the broken knees. Someone else had crushed his windpipe. The coat fell past her own knees and, while it might be a danger in a fight, she loved the extra warmth. She’d take the risk.




    The bookstore loomed huge, far bigger than their maintenance shed. The area of the firepit and where they’d slept had once held more bookcases. She could see the markings in the soot and blood-drenched carpet. But the Taka must have burned the shelves as soon as they were empty. This left a space big enough to have a fighting practice with half the cadre at a time. The towering rows of shelves ran toward the front of the store.




    A set of stairs exited downward, and last night she’d taken a flaming twist of pages to relock the entrance to the Zenbu tunnels from the inside. Boxes of books were stacked all about the basement. She’d become lost in the wonder of it all until the paper torch had burned her fingers and she’d been plunged into darkness. There were so many books to burn that she’d had a terrible time finding her way back to the basement stairs.




    Yet on the main floor, they had burned barely a quarter of the supply. Ri looked up. Two more floors surrounded the hollow center of the store like great balconies. The morning light shone down from above. Bounty beyond belief. It really seemed that there were enough books to burn forever.




    She was so intent on the blue walls and soft yellow ceilings embracing thousands upon thousands of multi-colored spines and shining covers, that she’d have fallen over Ninka if not for the hunter’s sharp hiss.




    “Careful, Ri. You walk like a newborn who has never seen the world before.”




    Ri rested the end of her pipe on the floor and squatted beside the chief hunter. Ninka’s dark eyes remained hidden inside the hood of her parka, which had once been silvered, but had darkened with large splotches of grime and old blood. She sat on the chain which trailed out through the bolt-hole in the door to the ankle of the sacrificial. They’d found a boy who had merely been knocked out, and chained him last night. Who knew what the Zenbu would do if the sacrificial were not offered. But he was still there, his back blocking most of the cold draft through the hole. Warm to his bare back.




    “What of the others?”




    Ninka looked left and right and pulled back her hood enough that Ri could see how wide her eyes were.




    “All gone.”




    “All?” They had stacked the bodies of the Taka Cadre outside the store. Many more than they’d first thought. It was a wonder that nineteen Tanchos had killed thirty-two Hawks. They’d thought about putting them through the door in the basement, but the risk was too great even if the other side were unlocked. One did not offer the Zenbu passage and expect to survive.




    “Every one.” Ninka looked about again. “I heard them,” she whispered and retreated back into her hood.




    “What did they say? What did they look like?”




    “Sss,” the hiss sounded again. “You are still a child, Ri. Yes, I crept to the door to hear them, but I could not understand a word. It is said they still speak the old Japanese, that they refused to learn Anglese. But one does not look upon the face of the Zenbu and live. You did well last night, but even you would die should you come face to face with The All.”




    “But the sacrificial sees—”




    “The sacrificial is already dead. The All merely bide their time. I am fourteen and have been hunting four years longer than you. None survive who have seen the Zenbu. So it is said and so it is true.”




    Ri bowed her forehead to the carpet, the thick dust clogged her nose, but she didn’t dare sneeze. One did not argue with elders, especially about such a well known truth as the death that lurked in every Zenbu’s eyes. The flush of shame burned at her cheeks. She crawled away backwards to show the abjectness of her apology. Tinnai always said that Ninka was the best. And Ri had questioned their greatest hunter who was far older and far wiser. She even had breasts. Ri had none, still a little girl.




    When she had backed out of sight, she stood and turned away. By chance she’d arrived at the bottom of the staircase reaching up to the next floor. Others scouted it last night, while she helped carry out the dead Hawks. The steps climbed forever upward until finally the high ceiling became the floor beneath her feet. More books ranged about the floor. The shelves all full, the Taka had not burned these.




    High windows. Tall bookcases barricaded the view. Pressing her face against a crack, she couldn’t quite see the sidewalk where they had stacked the bodies, but the litter-strewn street stretched clear and quiet in the morning light. The path she had cleared for their attack had already been partially obscured by leaves and bits of old cloth. Turning back to the room, further exploration revealed a small bathroom with a dry toilet and a shattered sink.




    The third floor seemed so far away, but she forced her tired legs to climb this last flight. She must learn the defenses of their new home.




    The top floor was but a duplicate of the second. Towering bookcases cluttered with the colors of the rainbow. She especially liked the ones with silver or gold that reflected the morning light until they sparkled. Where the bathroom had been below, a metal ladder led upward to a roof hatch. A heavy chain and a rusted lock held it securely in place. Many scrapes and dents marked where the Hawks had tried to break the lock without success. Ri preferred it locked.




    At the street side of the store, great panels of glass let the pink light of morning shine in. Rather than massive barricades blocking cracked and broken windows, Ri stepped into an alcove wrapped in glass on three sides. The charred hulk of the bank filled the block below. Only one or two buildings remained intact on any city block, the rest were shattered or burned leaving only rubble.




    And the rubble had been over-foraged by the survivors of the death of the world. The hunters had to search far and wide to find food. Tales of buildings like the bookstore but with food lining the long shelves were told only late at night in disbelieving whispers.




    From her high window, Ri considered the vast plain of ruined buildings that stretched to the horizon and beyond. Were there other hunters out there in the far distance who did not know of the struggles of Tancho Cadre and their triumph over the Taka?




    The vista made her wonder for the first time about the vast possibilities of the world before it had died. Could the old vehicles that littered the streets have taken her to strange and wonderful places? Were there once vehicles that flew along the mighty bands of steel that stretched out from the Kintetsu Rail Station where Kintetsu Cadre squatted? Had the street below once been filled with people? What magic lay deep in the tunnels of the Zenbu?




    Ri tried to picture it, a huge throng would be needed if the street were to be clogged, but she could not stretch her mind beyond two or perhaps three cadres’ hunters carefully avoiding each other as they crept by on opposite sides of the street, pretending the others were not there.




    From this bay window she could see almost the entire street, though the sacrificial huddled out of view directly below. Two more windows thrust out from the front of the building. She hurried to the next and nearly fell into Tinnai’s lap. Her leader squatted on the floor with a book open in front of her. There were no pictures, just lines of tiny black writing. Her wounded arm in a sling.




    “What are you doing, Mother Tinnai?”




    “Good morning to you as well, Ri-chan.”




    Heat flooded her cheeks as she dropped to the floor and bowed her head to the carpet, softer and much cleaner than the one by the entrance.




    “It’s okay little one. After last night you are no longer a child. It was wrong to call you so.”




    A gentle hand tipped her back to sitting position. Tinnai sat bathed in the morning’s reds and golds, haloed by the sun now rising over the ruined city. Leaning forward, Ri could indeed see the sacrificial squatting by the door below. From here, a guard could watch the whole street.




    “I am reading about a man named Watson. He is looking for a place to live. And a man who is dripping blood from his finger,” she pointed her own finger at the book and squinted at it, “a Holmes. They decide to live together.”




    “A wounded hunter. Do they find it? Do they find the place to live?”




    Tinnai flipped the page forward and followed her finger slowly down the page.




    “Yes, on a street called Baker.”




    “Just like us. It is a good story, Mother Tinnai. Are there others?”




    She waved her good hand at the towering bookshelves about them. “What did you think those were?”




    Ri looked up at the row upon row of towering bookcases. There were not just a few stories there, not even hundreds, there must be millions. Every page might have a story of new homes.




    There must be other secrets about homes in these stories. Ways to protect their home. Ways to make the Tancho Cadre safe. And powerful.




    “Mother Tinnai, you must teach me to read. You must. Then I can help you save the Tancho and we shall become great and wealthy and rebuild the last city of the world into the great wonder it once was. We shall send people out exploring to build other cities. We will save the hunters there, or send new ones. I must know what is in these books, Mother Tinnai. You must teach me.”




    Her merry laugh finally stumbled Ri to a halt.




    “It would be my honor to teach you, Ri-san of the Great Hope.”




    Her grown up name. Ri bowed her head to the carpet and tears ran from her eyes and made dark spots on the sun-golden carpet. Ri-san of the Great Hope.




    “I will not let you down, Mother Tinnai. I promise. I will never fail the cadre.”


  




  

    




    Chapter 2




    “So, I’m dead, am I?”




    It was perfect. James Wirden’s voice started with all the power one would expect from the World Premier, but it ended the most delicious twist of uncertainty. Bryce looked down at the nearly empty champagne glass in James’ hand.




    “Yes, sad for you, but true. Poisoned, if you must know. By me.”




    “And you dare to tell me this?” Such indignation from such a small man. He turned toward the guards, but Bryce clamped a friendly hand upon his shoulder to belay the movement. Not that it mattered, all of the guards along the line of French doors were his hand-picked staff. The bright lights from within cast their tall shadows across the stone terrace pushing back the edge of the Bermudan night. His men would stop any stragglers from the party, not that any would dare interrupt when the Premier and his mighty right-hand man were in conference. But no point in misplacing trust when one staged a coup.




    “One of the many things you never properly appreciated, James, is the wonders of modern genetics. There is a tiny little code-alterer running through your system even as we speak. Your genetic code is even now shifting at an exquisitely subtle level. When you have a massive stroke in three days, none shall grieve as much as your lieutenant. None shall take power with as much trepidation as your Right Hand.” A nickname Bryce had carefully cultivated for years. Who better to be named to power than the man who knew the Premier’s every intent?




    The man struggled against his grasp just as pointlessly as a worm evading a short future pithed upon the hook that would send it into the fish’s belly. Bryce took the champagne glass from James’ nerveless hand and tipped the dregs over the broad stone seawall to splash into the eager waves below. Soon, he promised them, soon you may swallow this useless chattel as well.




    The Premier’s pale face twisted in such pain that for a moment Bryce feared the stroke would come too soon. He didn’t have everything in place yet. Of course, he could compensate, but having the man die in his arms would not look good at all to the World Economic Council.




    “You must remember to breathe, my good leader. Besides, in another few minutes you will remember none of this. Another wonder of genetics research you so despise is the revelation of how memories are stored. Your memory of these moments will shortly be erased. And when you pass on in three day’s time, your Right Hand will be there, the Premier-to-be, Bryce Randall Stevens, Sr.”




    James patted at the beads of sweat on his brow with his small hand as he looked up at Bryce. He always backed up when they spoke so that he didn’t have to crane his neck, but Bryce kept him in his place this time. The music surged through the open doors onto the broad patio. The orchestra had come back precisely on schedule drawing everyone’s attention inward. He didn’t want any to think his conversation with the Premier took overlong if the drug didn’t take effect as planned. Of course he knew it would, it had worked perfectly on the man who’d engineered it for him.




    “Do you hate me so?”




    “Stupid man, what does hate have to do with anything? You’re weak, James. Always were. If I hadn’t pulled every single string over the last four decades, Parvati and her temple of democratic fairness would still be in power. I have used you, because you are far more presentable than I. No one expects a small, rotund man to be vicious. Therefore, there were no curious eyes as I did what you were too weak to do behind the scenes. But now you are beginning to interfere. You should never have nuked Auckland.”




    The little man sputtered. “I had to Bryce. You and your damned gene labs. There is a reason we outlawed that horrible knowledge. We did it. You and I. Together. When I found you were dabbling in that dark road to hell, of course I had to blow it out of existence.”




    “Too little, too late, James. Do you think I’d have let you drop those bombs if I wasn’t ready? All you did for me was a little convenient housecleaning.” Actually he’d barely gotten the chief scientists and the data clear. Less than an hour warning had let him salvage only the most essential elements. But the continuing research on the uses of the Second Human Genome Mapping Project lived on, even if the researchers families hadn’t. And he’d gotten to look like the hero to the ones he had saved.




    The blow of his failure took the fight out of the Premier. Bryce gave James’ shoulder a jovial shake in show for any who might be watching.




    “On December 24th, three days after this birthday party, lovingly thrown by your second-in-command, I shall mourn at your side. I shall cancel Christmas throughout the planet. It shall be a splendid funeral. And by the New Year, the World Economic Council will place me in command and then things shall really start to move.”




    James’ little eyes squinted up at him for a long moment before turning to look out at the restless sea. He hung onto the rough seawall to keep from being toppled by the gentle night breeze and stared toward the dark waves.




    “They will suspect you.”




    “There will be no proof. The last of the drug has just been dribbled into the sea. The change to your genetic code has already been registered in your electronic medical records, by a fine hacker who has, alas, suffered a memory loss due to some bad fish he ate. Very bad fish. You don’t maintain paper files, so I’m safe.”




    Bryce leaned down to watch his face, but James was turned toward the night and he was totally in shadow. There was a long hesitation, then a twitch of his shoulders that Bryce could feel beneath his hand.




    “But I do. I was most careful.”




    Not careful enough, old friend. He knew when James’ was lying. It was for this that Bryce had risked telling him of his own death. The man was so naïve that he hadn’t banked hard copies against his future. So, Bryce’s plan was going to go off without a hitch.




    The Premier hung his head and his voice was a mere whisper against the susurration of the surf on the rocky cliffs below.




    “What about my wife?”




    Bryce glanced back to the surging dance floor. What an odd final question to ask before certain death. Given a chance, what would be his last request? Not about some woman, that was for certain. Though if ever there were one…




    Even through the crowd Celia Wirden stood out. Her fountain of white-blond hair and the slender body beneath, shimmeringly not revealed by her gown of midnight-blue silk, did everything to distract from the brilliant mind that hid behind those green eyes.




    The three of them had plotted together since they were young. They had thrown Parvati out of power and when it came time to choose, Bryce had forced the milquetoast James to puppet the Premiership for him. And the Premier needed a first lady. A fine and elegant first lady she had made. Perhaps it was time to take that gift back.




    “She’ll be taken care of, James. You don’t need to fear for that.”




    James’ shoulders squared slowly as the man looked a last time at the dark Atlantic. He took up his empty champagne glass from the seawall.




    “Well, old friend. Seems that I am dry. Shall we go get a refill?”




    “I am right beside you to the end of your days, James.”




    “Long may that be.”




    Bryce completed their old code, “Long indeed.”




    At the French doors, he checked James one last time. But he was filled with a bonhomie that even the finest politician couldn’t invent. When he refilled the same glass and drank from it, Bryce knew the memory of the last few minutes was safely gone.




    James was wrapped up into the flow of the crowd as Bryce waited upon the threshold. The broad squares of alternating black and white marble spread across the room before him like a grand chess board. The sycophants rushed to make what they could of the moment, shuffling like mad pawns, the tuxedoed livery of the government descended upon the wrong man. The short stature of the largest pawn of them all disappeared from view. Bryce would keep a close eye upon him, but not too close. Nothing must seem out of the ordinary.




    He scanned the room. The ladies, those dragged forward by their men, and those abandoned in the sudden rush toward the Premier, glittered about. Their 1920s flapper costumes revealing both the wondrous and the corpulent with an equal lack of sympathy. But they too were all either carefully watching the rush to the Premier, or carefully not watching.




    There were just four who were watching the Premier’s Right Hand instead. His Captain of the guard, meticulous in his waiter’s outfit, was nonchalantly poised to strike from his corner like a steadfast rook. The general commander of the World Economic Council’s forces waited like the good knight he was, not obviously aligned, yet always prepared to offer surprise support from unexpected quarters.




    Celia Wirden glittered like the queen that she was. The tight silk revealed a mature woman who had grown into her body the way a yacht grows into a World Cup racer. Her movements could light fire without ever striking a match.




    His body responded from the memory of that one tryst three decades gone, the same night he’d sent her to become James’ first lady. Her green eyes assessed him carefully from her position far across the room near the small orchestra. A chandelier blossomed above her in a font of crystal as if it had bloomed for her alone.




    And off to the side, behind the piano, hid a single junior pawn. Without even the boy being aware, Bryce had been moving him across the board, square by careful square. Perhaps it was time to move the lad one step closer to the far side of the board, where he too would become powerful. Together, many things could be achieved. He would kill the king, take the queen, and create a prince.




    Yes. It was time for the next move.




    # # #




    Bryce Jr. cursed and looked away. He stared at the pianist who studiously ignored him. He checked out the palm tree that he’d been trying to disappear behind. But it was too late. Looking at his grandfather always drew the man’s attention. Tall and elegant in his period tux and tails, whereas Bryce only looked like an overgrown beanstalk in his matching straitjacket. It was hard to believe these had ever been all the rage, or that the old man would bring them back after a century and a half of being out of style.




    Of course there was something about the flapper style that suited many of the girls, and didn’t suit most of the women. The overfed mistresses of politicians looked no better in thin clingy fabric than they did in shimmer-light jumpsuits. All of these matrons, displaying the weaknesses of their current surgeon busy trying to foist off their already-altered nubile daughters. Foist them specifically on him.




    “Oo, what a catch dearie. He’s the Right Hand’s grandson. Go! Ask him to dance! Take him to bed if you have to.” “If you can,” implied clearly enough.




    His strategic move between the piano and the palm tree had blockaded most of their attacks. But even out of the corner of his eye, Bryce could see the juggernaut that would breach a defense that deterred the fluttery slips of young flesh as if it didn’t exist. His battleship of a grandfather cut a wide swath across the floor.




    The Right Hand. Tall, graying, immensely fit, handsome—all the women said—beyond belief, and powerful. The Right Hand of James Wirden, the world’s unchallenged ruler for over three decades, provided one didn’t count the assassination and coup attempts that were so carefully ignored by the media.




    The Right Hand of God. Had his grandfather made the connection? Stupid idea. He’d started the nickname himself. Made both James and himself more powerful as it spread.




    How did Bryce know things like that with such certainty? He hated it when his inner thoughts about his grandfather were impossibly confirmed. It was unnerving at best, often bordering on creepy.




    The Right Hand worked his way from handshake to brief conversation to joke, but his target was unerring. A shimmer of silk and blond hair intercepted him and Bryce dared breathe for a moment. Celia Wirden halted the old man’s attack, though the wake behind him still stirred and flowed from his passage.




    Her laugh was a little too bright and carried over the music. His grandfather’s hand, where none but he himself and the orchestra could see, held her hand for longer than was, well, decent. But the Premier had his back turned, joking with some General.




    They kissed each other’s cheek and then she was gone from Grandfather’s thoughts, and blue-gray eyes once more drilled into Bryce. The old man circled the palm tree and slapped him hard on the shoulder, knocking him into the piano. Bryce tried to apologize to the pianist, but if before he’d been ignored, now he was on another planet.




    “So, boy, how’s eighth grade? Growing up tall like me. Strapping boy, just need to get some meat on those bones.” Another crushing bow-shot of bonhomie pounded into his flesh.




    “Third year of college, Grandfather. I was 12 in eighth grade. That was five years ago. I was skipped ahead again.” Four levels skipped. Four years younger than everyone around him. At seventeen he knew more than any of his professors. No one had use for the boy genius in boarding school and neither did they in college.




    “Damn, if you aren’t a chip of the old block. Skipped two years myself at Shelton, toughest school on the planet. What happened to your eye, boy?”




    Bryce had forgotten about the frat boys who had pounded the shit out of him last week just for the hell of it.




    Bryce shrugged as Grandfather plowed on.




    “I never did learn much about fighting, least not hand-to-hand. Guess I should have.” Bryce Sr. nudged him out from behind the piano and headed him toward a side door. None would interfere when the Right Hand was talking to his grandson. Especially not when they looked so alike. Especially now dressed in matching tuxedos.




    Even he couldn’t miss it, and the shock of seeing his grandfather in the bathroom mirror had to be the worst way to start a day that had ever been invented. Why couldn’t he have taken after his petite, auburn and gold-haired mother, long ago left behind by his overlong frame.




    “Fighting. Oh, that’d be great, Grandfather. Shelton’s most famous graduate could come back, and on his triumphant return beat the shit out of every single kid in the school that hates me. That’d be just swell.” Bryce followed the sharp proddings that guided him out of the ballroom and down a hall.




    The man’s laugh echoed ahead of them. “You still don’t get it, boy. Damn, but I’m wonderful. Let that be a lesson to you, Bryce, always get the best. Pay them, threaten them, kidnap them, bribe them, whatever it takes. Just always get the best.”




    At the first door down the hallway, Bryce Sr. slapped the panel with his thumb and shoved Bryce through as the door slid aside.




    # # #




    Suzie jumped from her chair and wrapped her robe more tightly about her throat. Her father herded Brycie into the room like a dog behind a duck. She checked her viser, but the screen saver had popped into place when it detected her leaving the immediate vicinity. The words “Thank you” slowly spun and twisted in the space above her desk reminding her to be thankful for each day she managed to survive in this house.




    “Suzie, what are you doing here? And why the hell are you dressed that way? You’re supposed to be at the party.” Her father’s broadside rattled about the room.




    “Thought I’d do you a favor, Dad. I’m always so bad at those parties of yours that I figured I’d give you a present and stay away.”




    “Smart lass.”




    No thanks. No sorry for interrupting. No qualms about barging into her office, one of the only two personal spaces she’d been driven back to in this imperial dungeon.




    Poor Brycie looked so lost, large hands dangling at his sides. She wanted to go hug him but her father was looming too close for comfort. It was terrible having him here in her space. The walls covered with Brycie’s grade-school art shifted from charming to tacky beneath his withering gaze. Even his one sculpture of a bird on the verge of flying free from the mud turned into what her son insisted it was, a bird trapped forever in a tar pit no matter how it struggled.




    How did he do it? How did her father turn a room of light walls, fluffy pillows, fresh flowers, and with a sweeping view of the ocean, into a small, damp, cloister of washed-out hopes?




    “I need to talk with the boy.” Bryce, Sr. waved a large hand at her like he was shooing a housefly, or a dust mote.




    Suzie hated herself for shuffling backwards until she bumped against her bedroom door. Brycie sent her a pleading look, but what could either of them do. The smile she offered was sickly at best as she moved through the door and the panel slid to in front of her.




    Now she was trapped. No way out of her bedroom except through her office, or out the doors onto the patio that would eventually lead around to the party. How had he consumed the very air? The gentle scent of lavender that she grew beneath her windows was now sickly sweet and overwhelming in the closed space.




    Why was she so afraid of her father? Lecturing herself to: “get some spine, girl,” never helped either. He was the scariest man on the planet, and being his only daughter and the mother of his grandson, she’d met a lot of the most powerful people on the planet. Even years of counseling hadn’t helped, of course she hadn’t been able to reveal most of the problems because even she didn’t dare risk the dangers of insulting the Premier’s Right Hand.




    Poor Brycie.




    What horror was he going through tonight? Suddenly she knew. And her gut convulsed. The one secret she’d kept from the boy. The one thing she could never forgive herself or wash from her body. Bryce Randall Stevens had needed a host. He had promised Suzie a younger brother, one wrought of Mum’s genetic code so carefully stored before her suicide. To have a brother. To have a companion with Mum’s heart or even a bit of her soul was too great a bait to turn down. Even if it also included an equal part of her father.




    Suzie had agreed, for reasons that were still beyond her own understanding, her father had a way of doing that. She had carried Brycie from implanted egg to fetus to baby boy so that her mother’s genes could live on, but she’d never again been able to flush her father’s genes from her body. Her knees buckled and she fell to the carpeted floor as a pain worse than any contraction lashed about her womb. She lay with her head on the floor and gasped in and out to relieve the pain. And for some twisted, manipulative reason, their father was now telling Brycie of his horrific origin.




    As the clutching pain passed and her breathing eased, she could hear voices. From the crack beneath the door, she could hear her father’s bass rumble and Brycie’s uncertain tenor. She twisted her cheek against the cool hardwood to bring her ear closer to the proverbial keyhole. A far glint of moonlight sparkled off the floor. A small pool of light in the middle of her bedroom, revealing nothing of the room. Not even one small patch of hope.




    “You’re smart, boy, smarter than you think.”




    “It’s not that, Grandfather. I simply know the answer to the question before anyone asks it. I know things. I just don’t know how.”




    The deep laugh whipped out at her just it must be lashing her son, her brother.




    “What’s so funny?”




    No, Brycie. Don’t go there. He’s ten steps down the road ahead of you and he will manipulate and twist you in the wind until you believe his truth, his reality. Run, Brycie. Run while you still can. Suzie could feel her lips shaping the sound, but no sound issued forth, not even a whisper. Run.




    “What’s so funny, my boy, is all that you don’t understand. Are you ready?”




    No.




    “It’s a good thing that you’re sitting down.”




    Run.




    “Suzie is not your mother.”




    Don’t listen.




    “Then who is she, my daughter?”




    That’s it, Brycie. Fight back. Resist. Resist until you get your chance and run.




    “No, your half sister.”




    Half sister?




    “Half sister?” It took Brycie barely half a heartbeat to connect the pieces. “You bastard.”




    A loud scrape of chair leg on wood vibrated through the floor against her cheek. Footsteps entered along her jaw as beats on a drum.




    “What are you talking about?”




    That’s his dangerous tone, Brycie. Be careful. Please god, be careful. Didn’t I teach you what you’re dealing with.




    “You— You— You raped my mother, you bastard.”




    Close, Brycie. Closer than you know.




    “Don’t be an ass.”




    “Then what did you do to her?”




    There was a long silence. So long that it echoed in her head until her ears rang. Finally a heavy drumbeat through the floor and she knew Brycie had plummeted into a chair in his usual, loose-limbed fashion.




    “If you’ll shut up and listen a moment, you young pup, I’ll tell you.”




    Beat. Beat. Beat. The old man pacing?




    “The reason you know more than you’ve learned, boy, is that I gave it to you. Think about genetics. Think, boy.”




    Beat. Beat.




    “I’m engineered.”




    From my father and mother.




    “Think harder. Think about stem cells.”




    Stem cells?




    “I’m a clone.” There was no doubt in the hesitant voice.




    A clone?




    “Of you.”




    Of her father? A clone of the Right Hand?




    “Memories and all. You bet. A chip off the old block. Remember when you were sick last year. That’s when you received your latest download.”




    Brycie was a clone of her father.




    That earth-shattering laugh.




    “I told you it’s always worth it to pay for the best, even if you have to dispose of them when they’re done. Think about it, boy. You are the first carbon copy of a human, you’ll be a hundred percent before I’m done. A body clone. With downloaded memories. God damn, when I’m done,” another earth-rattling burst of his smug laughter. “You won’t be a copy of me. You’ll be a younger version of me. I’m going to live forever. You’re just the first of a long line stretching into eternity. I do love science!”




    Pounding footsteps as he moved away. “Take damn good care of that body, boy. It belongs to me. No more black eyes or any of that crap.”




    Again that laugh.




    Moving away.




    A door opening and closing. Silence.




    A shuddering gasp. Imagined or her own.




    She’d given birth to her father’s clone.




    To her father. To his future version.




    Suzie wrapped herself around her fetal pain as her tears flowed and pooled and reflected the moonlight off the hard, wood floor.




    # # #




    “Brycie?” There’d been no answer to her knock. Suzie peered into the evening shadows of his curtained bedroom.




    “Go away.”




    She nodded. It was hard to stop nodding. Any repetitive motion had turned into the bobbing motion of the wounded. Or the mad. It was difficult to decide what was normal and what was another black nightmare of the ocean that was her father overwhelming them all.




    “Please go away.”




    She slid through the gloom toward the form prone upon the pale blue covers she’d chosen for him so long ago. He hadn’t changed it even as he’d grown older. That constancy had always seemed a thanks to her. A love of her. Now she looked about and noted there was no stamp anywhere of Bryce Randall Stevens, Jr. upon this room. He’d never collected anything like other boys. Never brought home school work. Never hung up academic awards, debate awards, stratee-gaming prizes though her scrapbooks showed that he never lost. It was as if Brycie wasn’t a person at all. And as if he had always known it.




    Suzie reached the edge of the bed. He didn’t turn to face her, his gaze was locked upon some blank spot on the ceiling. He studied it so intently that she was drawn to look upward repeatedly to assure herself it was just a pale blue ceiling like a summer sky.




    “You knew?”




    She shook her head, but he didn’t notice.




    “No, I see you didn’t.”




    “You see?” The words croaked out of her like the last discernable marks on a burned and mildewed scroll of ancient text.




    “I’ve lain here for hours, days, I don’t know. Any memory I focus my attention on, I receive his recollection of the event. I’ve been trying to sort out what I know versus what he remembers in my head for me. It took me the longest time to decide that the ceiling really is blue and not a memory of blue.”




    He flopped his head like it had been disconnected from his body by a guillotine to look at her.




    “But he barely remembers you. Doesn’t notice. I remember you, mother. If that’s what I should call you.”




    Brycie turned his attention back to the ceiling and she wondered. Was he her father, a clone? Her brother, the same generation?




    “You are my son.” It was the first thing she was sure of after huddling in her bedroom for two days.




    “You are my son.” The words sounded better. More certain. More true.




    “My son.”




    She sat on his bed and placed a hand against his fevered brow exactly as she’d done a thousand times before. Like the shooting release of an over wound spring, he rolled his face into her belly and wrapped his long arms around her. The wracking sobs that had shook her for the last days now burst forth in renewed furor from her son.




    His head cradled in one arm, she rubbed his back and rocked. Now the mad bobbing motion had found its place. She was his mother, and it was the rhythm to comfort a baby, a child newborn to the belief about his past.




    A great cascade of tears soaked her blouse, soaked her belly, soaked right through her skin into her womb like a benediction releasing the torture of what her father had placed there. Whatever had come into her, she had birthed a son.




    She held him until the weeping subsided like the gentle waves of the sea. The movements of his chin as he gulped for air reminded her of the gentle motions he had made in this same place, but from inside of her.




    “Why?”




    Of course. The one question that nothing in his memory could answer. Because it was her memory, her choice.




    “Your grandmother—my mother, she was such a wonderful woman. She died when I was ten, but I loved her so very much. Your grandfather… your… my father offered me a child, a brother that would be half her. I thought the price would be worth it to have a brother to help me against the manipulative evil who is my father. Our parent.”




    Brycie pulled back and sat up facing her. Just far enough to break contact.




    “But the price was too high, wasn’t it?” There was no anger, no accusation, just the cold pain of a hurt child.




    Suzie reached out to touch his face and he pulled back and away. She leaned forward and cupped his cheek and turned his whiskey and walnut eyes to face her.




    “No, the reward was greater than I imagined. My son.” She said the words carefully. They were right.




    “That is a truth, Brycie. I don’t know what my father has done to your head, but you have been the greatest gift of my life. You are the great light in this prison. It almost killed me each time you were sent away to school.”




    “Why did you stay?” He narrowed his eyes until their color was nearly lost in the early evening shadows.




    “For you, Brycie. This is where I belonged, near you.”




    His eyes stayed tight and began nodding.




    “I believe you. I’ve not believed anything beyond the blueness of the ceiling and the horror of grandfather’s—” his voice was abrupt and self-accusatory, “my parent’s memories. I am trapped with them, but I’ll not be trapped by him.”




    Alive with energy, such as he hadn’t displayed since he was a small boy, he bounced off the bed and raced over to the closet. He grabbed a blue windbreaker and pulled it on. He took the only object on his desk, a slim wallet and went to ram it into a pocket.




    He hesitated, then pulled out all the cash, and tossed the wallet back onto the wooden surface. A bunched fist rammed the crumpled bills into a front pocket.




    In a blink he was back at the bed and had pulled her to her feet. Rather than resting his chin on the top of her head as he had lately done, he bent and placed his mouth near her ear.




    Bryce drew in a deep breath through his nose.




    “That is something I must always remember. The scent of lavender and honey that is my mother.”




    Another deep breath. Her shoulder-length hair rustled across his cheeks like a thousand autumn leaves brushing the air as they fluttered by. He moved his mouth against her ear and whispered so gently that she as much imagined as heard his words.




    “I set you free.”


  




  

    




    Chapter 3




    Bryce stood in the shadows of the main entrance and looked across at the security gate.




    Okay, nice dramatic exit, Boy. Now what the hell was he supposed to do?




    There was no reason they wouldn’t let him out of his grandfather’s, his parent’s… it was awful, but true, so he’d better face it. His parent’s compound was a place he could never survive. His mother… yes, Suzie was his mother. He had come forth from her womb even though he could remember the carnal act of his parent planting the seed to become Suzie into her mother’s womb. His wife, another woman who had left few footprints upon the shifting sands of Bryce Sr.’s memories. Bryce could remember the day of Suzie’s birth, but she was still his mother.




    He looked once again at the security gate. All that lay beyond it was the capital city. There he would be instantly recognizable. From the capital, the only escape was through layer after layer of defense, and still he would never escape Bermuda, the world’s government covered all the islands. All exits would be blocked. He might take a boat, but he had never sailed the ocean.




    He concentrated for a moment and almost puked up whatever he’d last eaten as the miasma of memory washed out of the depths and momentarily smothered him before the answer emerged. His parent had never sailed either.




    Escape.




    The word rattled around somewhere in his brain in that abrupt déjà vu of certainty that he had come to recognize over these last days as he’d studied his blue bedroom ceiling. It was a memory of the old man. He could ignore it and it might go away, or he could give it his attention and it would come into focus along with a wave of gut-churning self disgust.




    Escape.




    He thought about escape.




    This time he doubled over by the corner of the entrance and spewed forth everything he’d swallowed these last days. He threw up his parent’s disdain for a weak daughter, he threw up the old man’s plans for world rule, Bryce threw up his hatred for the things he’d done in memory, but never done in life. He heaved and heaved until his throat was seared and a noxious pile awaited the next supplicant permitted to the front door of the imperial mansion.




    When at last he could stand upright, Bryce moved around the corner behind a massive Royal Poinciana tree. The courtyard lights didn’t make his eyes tear so badly here. He spit several times trying to clear the bile from his throat. And studied his options from the shadows. From the only shadows.




    With daylight fading, everything was brightly lit by large, sweeping lights. Everything except his refuge. There were no other trees between the entrance and the distant main gate. Flitters with official clearance could land in the forecourt, or be blasted from the sky if not welcome. A tickling sensation, like a tiny mouse running loose upon the folds of his brain, told him that another of his grandfather’s memories simply awaited the right triggering thought. He was close. Forecourt. Shadows. Escape. Safety.




    An image bloomed forth within his head. The wall of the house, where it was most shielded by the great tree and its bounty of fine, loose leaves, created a camouflage better than true dark. The dappled shading allowed movement to go undetected. The memory surged forth of the plantings that always kept a young tree wide and low and a mature one tall and arching above.




    Bryce turned to the blank wall and unerringly pressed his hand against the proper stone. The wall split and a section swung inward. A quick glance over his shoulder revealed no reaction from the distant guards as he ducked through. It closed silently behind him.




    For just a moment the complete darkness of a sealed tomb surrounded him. Dust was thick on the air, it was certain that no cleaning crews were ever allowed to know of this place. An overhead light shimmered on, and then the next and another, beckoning him forward to the brink of a great cascade of stairs descending down into darkness. For each light that lit ahead, one behind extinguished as if it had never been. He descended the rough stone steps in a bubble of light that didn’t reveal his past or his future, only his present.




    That was how to survive. His past, his parent and his mother, must no longer exist. His future, well, his future brought him stumbling to a temporary halt confusing one of the lights ahead. He was so close to its trigger point that it could only glow and flicker. His future was not what his parent wished. Whatever the old bastard wanted, he wasn’t going to get from this clone. The Old Bastard, definitely in capital letters.




    Not much of a roadmap, granted, but at least it would not be what the Old Bastard wanted. And he definitely would not want Bryce to be escaping to safety, especially not down his personal bolt-hole.




    Bryce continued his descent, putting the light out of its misery with his passage. At the bottom of the stairs, he pushed through a blast door and slapped a red button on the wall from instinct. The door slammed shut behind him and a deep shock vibrated the whole room. The floor danced beneath his feet ever so slightly and then the cascading sound of tons and tons of rocks collapsing inward to block his escape tunnel rang against the blast door. Echoes from two other points about the room informed him that he was now safe from any who might try to follow, and thoroughly trapped unless he found a way out.




    Upon proceeding forward, the lights came up revealing a small cavern filled with four transports. A one-man submersible, a hovercraft, a flitter, and a low orbital jumper were all gleaming, awaiting his choice. These, unlike the passage, were in perfect condition. Some trusted servant must be maintaining these.




    The jumper was tempting but even searching his memory revealed just a few hasty lessons over two decades before. He might survive to orbit, but his chances of reaching a station alive would be very slim. Bryce was desperate, but not that desperate. He’d take the more familiar gamble of the flitter.




    It was a long, low bullet of bright plas-steel and tinted glass. His thumbprint opened the canopy. He inspected his thumb carefully. It must be his parent’s print. Another tickling memory demanded attention. That was how grandfather had opened Suzie’s office door so easily, his thumbprint, not James Wirden’s, but his, had been programmed into every electronic lock built since they took power. Only the most out-of-date mechanical door locks could stop the Old Bastard. Therefore only the most ancient could stop Bryce.




    He clambered into the flitter and thumbed the engine to life. The harness and seat position fit his long frame perfectly. Not much of a surprise. The indicators leapt to their nominal threshold, this craft obviously included the very best engineering. Beyond the windshield, there was only rock, but he knew the way out.




    In a motion rehearsed a hundred times in another life, he reached down for the firing controls and launched a pair of rockets at the wall. They blasted through the thin exterior shield that kept out the ocean. He’d descended to sea level. Another layer of protection. The sea would quickly destroy any craft in the cavern that a pursuer might hope to use.




    As a wave crested inward, it rattled the submersible against the space jumper. He lifted the flitter into the air as the hovercraft floated by below him.




    Bryce, not Randall, not Stevens, not Junior, just Bryce, laid into the throttle and flashed into the dark eastern sky as the sea reclaimed a little bit of his past. None of the other craft could follow. He stayed within a meter of the wave crests for far longer than necessary for the sheer joy of seeing his old world flash by in quick flickers of rippling phosphorescence.




    # # #




    Suzie felt the rumble of the tunnel’s collapse as she lay on Brycie’s bed. Another roar, louder this time drew her attention to the window above his pillows. She pushed back the curtain in time to see a flitter’s blast of bright exhaust cut a rooster tail out of the waves.




    Gone.




    Brycie was gone. But he was too young to run away from home. At seventeen, what did he know of the world? She almost laughed, would have if her heart wasn’t hurting as if her son had just carved a hole in her chest, he was also sixty-three in his brain and it was long since time he should be gone.




    Gone.




    She told him that she’d stayed to be there for him. To protect him. What was she supposed to do now?




    Father had his heir, even if his heir didn’t want him. She could leave and if he ever noticed, it would only be to sigh with relief. But what could she do? Money wasn’t a problem, the Right Hand had more important things to worry about than her trivial use of her draw account.




    She turned on the bedside lamp and opened the curtains, their cheerful patterns of bunnies dressed as firemen left over from a simpler, happier time. The only evidence that Brycie had ever grown beyond her baby boy was the size of the clothes in his closet and the normal-size desk that had replaced the little one she’d crouched at with him so many times.




    He’d always liked sleeping alone, but the intercom circuit was good enough to let her listen to his steady baby-breathing for hours before she fell asleep herself. Curtains tied back, pillow fluffed, sheets and quilt smoothed. He hadn’t even taken the quilt she’d made him so long ago. Even faded with age, it still echoed the hundred shades of the sea out his window. She wished he’d taken the quilt, though it was understandable that he’d want to leave all the past behind. She slipped it free and folded it under her arm though the room looked barren without it.




    With one last look, she shut the door to his bedroom. The final umbilical was cut and she was floating free like a spacewalker. All she needed was a destination and she could go there with a quick burst of steering jets. But where? She crossed the hall to her bedroom. On her way to the shower shedding bathrobe, flannel nightgown, even the worn-out slippers that Brycie had bought for her so long ago.




    She plunged into the shower, letting the hot, needle spray prick and lave her skin. Scrubbing and scrubbing until the past sloughed off at last. Suzie fluffed her hair as she stepped through the drying field and all the water was stripped away. She buffed her skin with a warm towel until it glowed with the light of fresh milk in the full moonlight setting of her bath lights. With a flick, they lit the room to broad daylight.




    In the mirror, she was revealed anew. She’d had Bryce at twenty-two, now at thirty-nine her figure was little the worse for wear. Breasts still a little too small, despite having nursed from them, hips with a birthing broadness as a badge of honor that no amount of exercise could remove. But a slender waist on a trim figure, an unlined face, which was a miracle after living in this house for so many years, and nice thick brown-blond hair trimmed little-girl cute. She could pass for thirty with this body.




    Suzie stepped back into her bedroom and looked at the frumpy clothes lying on the floor, her disguise that ever so carefully said, “Oh don’t mind her, she’s not important.” She threw open her closet and kicked them into the back corner. A vast array of clothes hung before her.




    Most were blues and grays, ignore-me colors. Even the glittering formal dresses and gowns for her father’s parties were not standout pieces, but were rather intended to be elegant. At least as elegant as something could be on her pint-sized frame.




    Then she spotted it. Black lace panties and a terribly sheer eggplant-shaded camisole from an overeager man who never again crossed the threshold to lover. She pulled them on and the fine silk left her feeling both naked and dressed at the same time. A sky-blue silk blouse revealed just a hint of the camisole’s outline. And… she prowled back and forth across the hangers until she spotted it.




    She’d only worn the white pantsuit once and that had been for some luncheon. The fine cotton pants and tailored jacket drew sharp lines in the mirror. She turned one way and then the other, a sharp woman at the top of her game was looking back at her with an appraising raised eyebrow.




    Who was this woman? The one with the sexy underwear, the power suit and the hair now sassy instead of cute? She tried loafers and sneakers before settling on sandals with a basket weave of leather revealing just enough of her foot to be intriguing.




    Suzie tried to imagine this woman’s attitude. How would someone who dressed like this carry herself? She raised her head and began following the edge of the room. Before she’d gone five steps, she already had her next destination mapped out, a high-backed chair would hide—




    No! She moved back to her starting point. Raised her chin and took a deep breath. This sassy woman wouldn’t be looking for little places to hide, cozy places of half-revealed safety. No, she’d voyage out into the room like the sailors of old; no port-of-call but what destiny held in store. One careful step and another. Shoulders back, a shorter stride. Too mincing, too subservient 1800s Japanese.




    Once more back at her starting place, she stepped out strongly and almost fell flat onto the dark cherry wood.




    A broad swinging stride, she wasn’t a long-legged male like her son either. This time she did stumble on a slippery throw rug and land hard on one knee. As she nursed it with cupped hands, she tried to understand how she had let him go.




    Dark and lonely loomed ahead without him hanging about doing his best to brighten her world. The world. He was out in it. Well, she had to admit even to herself that he was better prepared than most to survive out there, if only he didn’t do anything too stupid.




    Suzie returned to her feet and tested her knee. Sore, but sound. Suzie. What kind of a weak-ass name was that? She giggled at the expletive, but who was to know what she did in her own room. Suzie, Suzanne, Suzan, Athena—the mother goddess, Aphrodite—the goddess of love, Diana—the goddess of the hunt, cupid—the ugly dwarf. Suz Stevens.




    No! Never Stevens.




    Suz… Jeffers. Take her mother’s name.




    That wasn’t half bad. How would Suz Jeffers walk into a room? A few confident steps took her to the tall French doors and their lavender plantings. She turned from the night and looked back across the room. Frilly curtains, a quilted bedspread, a long row of stuffed animals that Bryce had gifted her over the years, teddy bears cuddled next to unicorns, an orange smiling serpent balanced a maroon and white bunny on its head. The rich darkness of the floor was lost in a clutter of color.




    Her first reaction was that it was girlish and she should throw open the doors, let in the warm night, and cast the whole thing into the hungry ocean that had swallowed her son. But she’d learned not to trust first reactions. Somewhere, perhaps from her mother, Suz Jeffers had learned to look beneath and behind for the truth.




    Suzie could be hoodwinked into being a little girl, but not Suz. Suz wore sexy underwear only partly concealed by a white power suit. Suz was a strong woman with a soft, fluffy, stuffed, lime green frog underside.




    No, the room would stay as it was. Every frill and knick-knack in place. This was the Suzie that was her heart.




    But now that she’d created Suz Jeffers, a powerful woman wrapped safely in her mother’s name, what was she going to do with her? Three times she paced about the room, finding the rhythm of her new name. But the answer wasn’t here.




    For the first time since she’d been chased from her office by her parent and Brycie, she braved the door to her office. Where Suzie had shied away for two days, Suz Jeffers strode confidently through, and there was only a small shiver from some dark corner of her soul that she did her best to ignore.




    This room was so different from the bedroom that it was hard to believe it had been kept by the same person. The cozy dark and softness of the bedroom gave way to white walls, fine art, Brycie’s art, and a desk from which she could study the planet. A dozen visers linked her to in-house and extra-house systems. One tap hot-linked directly to an unregistered satellite her mother had arranged to be launched.




    “In case you ever need a private link,” had read the note her mother had left beneath a young, bereft Suzie’s pillow. “Perhaps it will help you more than it did me.”




    Only one viser was active. And its screen saver still twisted and turned in the midst of the vast desk, its multi-colored “Thank you” twisting in a dozen reflections across the darkened bay window.




    She sat in the chair and tapped it awake. A view of the now empty ballroom and the closed piano came back into view. Brycie’s high ground beside the palm had been swept clean by the tidal wave that was their parent. But he had floated free. Now she must find her own high ground.




    Spinning back the recorder, it was filled twice with the light of day before it was flushed full of people rushing headlong, or asslong backwards about the room. She slowed the rate and suppressed another giggle picturing all those fat behinds announcing the arrival of these matrons as their images moved backward through time. She slowed the rate of recall. And there was Bryce Sr. unherding Bryce Jr. from the piano, dancing backward past Celia and departing onto the patio with James Wirden.




    Suzie had enjoyed watching the fancy dresses without having to deal with the people, her own private fashion show. But Suz Jeffers was interested in what was transpiring out on the terrace. It took a bit of poking about the security systems to trace the right feed to the deck pickups. And there was little to see, two men wearing black tuxedos at the far edge of the light. But her mother had left her a private access to the security system that decades of living in this house had expanded into a massive data collection and filtering system.




    She cancelled the party noise that trickled onto the terrace by imprinting a reverse of the pickup inside the ballroom. It wasn’t perfect and the sound tended to pound and surge like a bad sea on someone with a weak inner ear, but she was able to understand enough of her father’s patio conversation with the Premier to piece together what had transpired.




    If she interpolated the missing parts properly, the World Premier had been murdered two nights ago on camera, but he wouldn’t find out until sometime tomorrow. She checked a clock. Near enough midnight. James Wirden was dead today. Could she release the tape? To who?




    The World Economic Council controlled all news media on the Premier and his Right Hand’s behalf. She did have command of that hidden satellite, she could create one massive burst of broadcast before it was shut down, but to what end? There was too much missing for someone who didn’t know her father well to be sure of his plans.




    No, James was dead, and though her father might be, would be a far more vile leader, there was little she’d be able to do one way or the other.




    A flitter jerked to a halt outside her window, and for a moment she feared that father’s troops had come to dispose of her. With Brycie gone, what use was she?




    But then it crept ahead, continuing slowly about the building and out of view. She tapped the security system to follow it. A quick trace revealed why no alarms were sounding, it was the World Premier’s personal craft. Suz followed it to outside her father’s bedroom window.




    Perhaps the Premier had found out. Perhaps James Wirden had come to rid the earth of Bryce Randall Stevens, Sr. in one last pre-death spasm of power. The hatch swung down from the sleek craft to make a ramp to the ground. The security imagers caught long legs flashing through high slits in a dark dress. Suz didn’t need to see the woman’s flowing white-blond mane to know that it was Celia Wirden, the Premier’s wife, who had came calling in his stead.




    She kept her in camera view, right into her father’s darkened chambers and to the office door on the far side. It was risky, but one didn’t survive in the Right Hand’s house without some risk.




    James’ soon-to-be widow hesitated at the door, but at last eased it open. Suz tapped into the emergency feed from the office that would alert the guards to an internal attack. It was turned off, but she’d managed to tap in beyond the manual switch, up inside the ceiling. No alarms tripped as she closed the contact and turned up the volume. Her mother had taught her how to infiltrate that system, too.




    # # #




    Celia Wirden swallowed hard as she observed the next ruler of the planet. Bryce Randall Stevens paced about like a whirling Dervish, back and forth, a dozen strides and back again. Sock-footed on the white marble floor of his office. The white desk and walls, made him appear to be floating in space. She waited in the darkness of his bedroom and listened.




    “Who the hell does the World Economic Council think they are? Don’t they know that I hold the power, not them? Don’t they know what I shall do to their lives and their children’s lives and their children’s children’s children’s lives if they don’t get into line and damn quickly?” He slapped the back of one large hand against the palm of the other with such force that it made Celia jump and wish she’d never come here.




    But she had to make her own peace. She had to insure her future, knowing that her husband’s life had been cut short, would be cut short this very day.




    Sorry, James, but I have to survive, or what’s the point?




    When Bryce was pacing away from her, she slipped into the room and leaned as casually as she could manage against the door jamb. She propped a foot against the wall forcing a perfectly tanned leg out through a slit she’d made in the same midnight-silk dress she’d worn here just two nights ago.




    She’d have brought back the flapper style long before if she’d realized the power it gave her over men. They had drooled over her that night. Even Bryce had been warmer than he had in years, decades, since that one hot, passionate night when they had used each other to exhaustion and then she had departed to James’ bed as they both knew she would.




    “Sorry, James.”




    She wet her lips as Bryce turned to storm back across the room in her direction.




    “Isn’t it lucky for me that I’m not on the World Economic Council.” He froze there across the white playing field from her. Her breathy voice casting him into momentary confusion. He closed the distance to her before she could draw in the next breath. His dress shirt was unbuttoned enough to reveal a strong neck and swelling chest muscles. She’d always liked good pecs. His narrow waist, emphasized by a simple black leather belt and dark pants, was nice too. Physically he was everything James wasn’t, and she’d missed it this last few decades.




    He halted two steps from her.




    “How the hell did you get in here?”




    She moved past him. She held out a single, red manicured nail, another fashion throwback, but sharp and dangerous looking. Tonight she needed every bit of edge. Tracing the blood-red, knife-edge nail down his arm from broad shoulder to sturdy bicep, she moved nonchalantly past him. Instead of turning to her, he turned to his desk. If he had her thrown out, or called others into the room, her gambit was failed and her life was probably forfeit.




    He closed a switch, “Carter?”




    “Here, sir.”




    “Find out who is on security tonight and take them all out and have them shot. I want death certificates by first light. And Carter?”




    “Sir?” The man’s voice was not steady.




    “Dock yourself a month’s pay for not closing whatever loophole a speeder used to land outside my office.”




    “Sir? Shall I send a security team?”




    Here was the moment.




    He opened his mouth, she could see the leading edge of an affirmative. At his pause, he glanced toward her, she did her best to sashay over to one of the oversized leather armchairs that were grouped together at one side of the room.




    Watch my ass, Bryce. It’s a nice one, and I know you want it. She swung it around and flopped back into the chair, fixing him with her gaze, willing him to let sleeping dogs lie. Lie right through their teeth if that’s what it took to survive.




    “Close off this wing. No one enters without my command. And no one leaves.”




    “Yes, si—” His voice chopped off as Bryce released the switch.




    “To what honor do I owe this visit?” he leaned back against his desk, strong arms crossed over his chest.




    “To a little mistake you made two nights ago.”




    “I recall no mistakes.” But the tightening of his arms belied him a moment later as he put together that the party had been two nights before.




    “You checked James for a recorder. Don’t deny it. I watched you.”




    He nodded his head. No hesitation. No taking a moment to think. He already knew that gambit was blown and would be rapidly building the next. The speed of his mind was another thing she admired. It was the way he chose to use it that gave her foul chills in the night. She’d have to be damn careful with him.




    “But you didn’t check me. Nor his pocket after he joined you on the patio.”




    She reached down into the low neck of her dress and removed the micro-recorder.




    She tossed it to him and he caught it.




    “Still warm from a woman’s breasts,” Bryce tossed it lightly trying to look at ease, but she knew him too well and could read the tension there. “Who knows what secrets lie therein?”




    “I know. I’ve listened to that chip.”




    “And you bring it here to me.”




    “I do.”




    “And you are wondering if it will buy your life.”




    “You were always quick, Bryce.” Too damn quick. She crossed her legs the other way and the material slid aside leaving a dark triangular shadow of thigh, dress, and thigh. She had studied the effect in the mirror and turned slightly to offer him the most intriguing angle. Yes, Bryce, I’ll buy my life with my body if needs be. Look at the interesting darkness and think upon it.




    He didn’t even have the decency to stare, he would be even harder to control than she’d first thought.




    “And is this the only copy?”




    “Yes. What is it worth to one such as you?”




    He deliberately dropped it into his document vaporizer and it was gone with a brief flash.




    “Precisely nothing.”




    Cheap bastard. But he was right. The recording by itself was worth nothing by itself and he knew it as well as she.




    He moved from his desk now. A growing bulge in his pants explained exactly what was on his mind. Make love to the woman even as you make her a widow. Perhaps, if you’re lucky Bryce, you can do both in the same orgasmic moment. But she didn’t dare give him the chance. Yet. Once relieved of his hormonal burden, she’d be discarded upon the same heap as her husband’s corpse.




    “What troubles is the WEC heaping upon my poor little Bryce?”




    That brought the man up short. Suddenly the alpha-male bull was gone and the next master of the planet stood before her. This was the man she must beat, the one she must win to her side.




    He practically threw himself onto a sofa across from her. White shirt, salt and pepper hair, and dark, dark eyes framed in a tanned face. Those eyes no longer studied her. Their lust was no longer for flesh, now it was for power.




    “The damn Economic Council wants more control than they should be allowed. Their next planetary session is closed to the World Premier, even in the charming person of James Wirden. It is a closed session in world management as if James—”




    “You mean you by this time tomorrow.” Why couldn’t she sorrow for James? How could she write him off so glibly, even adding a laugh at the end? Because if she didn’t, she’d be dead the next day in a tragic flitter accident.




    “Yes,” Bryce smiled his shark-like smile, “yes, they would keep me from my proper place.”




    “Did you ever discover that I was untrue to James?” The sudden change in topic shifted his attention sharply. The political man switched back to the alpha-male uncertainly. That was exactly where she wanted him. Nicely off balance. But be quick, he won’t stay there long.




    “Just once.”




    “With?”




    He actually smiled, “A chambermaid.”




    She leaned forward to adjust the hem of her dress. The front of her dress billowed forward offering him that top-down view of her breasts that most intrigued men. When she leaned back, her dress fell into place and her legs were covered to the calves. Let him think about forbidden wonders.




    “Did you ever find out her name?”




    “No.” His wry grin revealed just how much that failure irritated him.




    “And what would be the worth of that name?” This card had better play well. It was a calculated risk to play your highest card first. If it failed to trump the game, the rest of your hand was proved worthless.




    He laughed. A great roar that bounced about his office and wrapped its fingers around the sparse furniture and closed about her neck in a stranglehold.




    “You look to buy your future with the name of a chambermaid fifteen years gone. That’s sad, Celia. Very sad. I expected better of you.”




    “Ah, but you should be interested. It was not a single tryst, but a relationship, a deliciously wild one, that I nurtured over all those years. Does it bother you that you didn’t know of more than the one time I wished you to discover?”




    The collapse of his smile into a frown with furrowed brow was sufficient answer. Time to play turn that precious card, please let it be good enough.




    “She was really quite hedonistically bull-dyke, though you’d never think it to look at her. As you’ve done hundreds of times. Does the name Melissa Chang mean anything to you?”




    His eyes nearly popped out of his head as his body jerked upright on the couch with no conscious intervention.




    “Council President Chang? Small woman. Gray hair. Surely you’ve met her, Bryce. Doesn’t look the part does she? Lots of energy. Lots. And not a single gray hair below. I pluck them for her.”




    Bryce’s lower jaw was desperately groping for some place to perch.




    “Now what was this problem you were having with the Council?” She rose languorously and eased onto the couch beside him. She leaned forward until their lips were separated by just a whisper.




    “And what is the solution worth to the next World Premier?”




    # # #




    Suzie Stevens wanted to bury her head and cry or scream as they kissed. Suz Jeffers switched off the viser, because it was true there were certain things she didn’t wish to witness.




    One thing at least was absolutely certain. The world would be run from this house. From that room. By those two… words failed her. Snakes were not a sufficiently vicious analogy. Great White Sharks. That was more on target. Voracious with the power to back up even the most idle of threats.




    There might be no way to stop them head-on, but perhaps she could sneak in little derailings or sabotages at crucial junctures. But only from this room, the sanctuary of power her mother had bequeathed to her and she had refined in self-defense into a world-class node of power and force. All the more powerful because none knew of its existence. Only from here could she fight back. The center of world power was barely a hundred meters away. They would never look so close to home for the center of dissent.




    An emergency flasher burst to life on her public access terminal.




    News of James Wirden’s death by stroke flashed into view casting a spectral light upon the darkened glass.




    # # #




    “Go! Run!”




    Jaron’s mother flipped him out of the hammock before he was awake. He landed hard on one knee against the wooden flooring smoothed by years of his family’s feet tracking back and forth. He began searching for his shoes.




    “No time!” She forced something into his hands and pushed him out the back door of their bunkhouse wearing only the light shorts and the shirt he’d slept in. He grabbed a machete and slung it over his shoulder. As he emerged outside the ecological station’s main building, the pre-dawn heat hammered against him. His sister was running from the lab toward the house and waved him on into the jungle.




    Then he heard it. The chorp, chorp, chorp of the WEC’s transport. The troops of the World Economic Council would be landing in the center of the station even now. He bolted across the rough-hewn clearing, all that kept the buildings from being inundated by the Venezuelan jungle.




    He plunged into the brush and cool shade of the towering canopy. The only sound was the slapping of the machete’s sheath against his back. He ran blindly, jamming his bare toes several times, but slowing only to regain his balance. Something long and cool slid across his face. He twisted away from it, knowing if it was a snake, he was too late to save himself from the bite.




    Jaron crashed into a Ceiba tree and lost his balance. He flipped over an exposed root and lay on the moist, yellow earth of the jungle floor gasping in its loamy scent as he struggled to fill his lungs. When he dared look, he saw no snake, but rather the belay harness they used to research the upper canopy. They’d never look for him up there. He glanced toward the research compound, but he’d delved too far into the jungle to see the bunkhouse or even any hint of the station.




    He snapped the sack his mother had forced upon him to the machete’s strap and groped his way through scattered leaves to the harness. He hauled himself upright, clipped in, and silently ascended.




    A blast of powershot roared through the jungle like an angry panther. Jaron froze halfway up the tree. A moment of dead silence stretched into an eternity and he wondered if he would ever hear again.




    Then the jungle roared awake with a thousand voices crying out in alarm. Jackdaws, spider monkeys, even a wild pig somewhere in the bush below, all howled in unison. The noise redoubled as the jungle’s denizens flew, ran, and swung away from the brutal shattering of the quiet dawn which trickled down through the leafy canopy far above. They were unerringly headed away from the station.




    Jaron hung for a moment in the balance, knowing it was foolhardy to descend, yet equally unable to climb. His mother and sister had just bought his life with their own. He could make no sense of the fact, but he was certain of it.




    A flash of blood-red slashed through the air inches from his face. He almost lost control of the ascender. It was only long practice that kept his hand firmly clamped around the cold metal of the hardware’s tongue.




    He checked his chest, but there was no blood and his hand came cleanly away from his face. He looked up and saw the source of color. An Ara macao circled his head once more. The brilliantly-colored scarlet macaw circled with a steady facing eye watching him, not in fear, but in question. It disappeared upward into the canopy.




    Another burst of gunfire. The wild pig’s squeal became a scream which ended far too abruptly to be natural.




    It galvanized him into action. He ascended to the first traverse wires and slid silently away. He climbed and moved eastward for the better part of an hour through the rigging his mother and father had placed in the trees to aid their research. He had spent untold hours as a boy following them on the ground, sending aloft supplies as they were needed. Many more hours as a teen and then a young man following them through the air. Now they were gone. Now he was alone.




    He moved perhaps a kilometer and a half through the various treetop wire systems until he had reached the easternmost extent. Rather than sit on the small platform, high in the sticky heat, he slid beneath it, attached his harness to the support structure, and lowered himself down a few meters into a high crotch of the Diplotropis.




    From here, if he could just still his breathing, he would be nearly impossible to detect either from above or below. Yet he had a view of the jungle floor for a wide area around the trunk.




    Even after he heard the transport lift and go, he didn’t dare move. For hours he sat numb, at a loss without his family. At long last he leaned back against the trunk of the tree. A lump pressed against his sweat-soaked back.




    He reached and drew forth the sack his mother had given him. He forgotten about it. The first item he removed was a bundle of papers. They all bore the stamp of the World Economic Council.




    They were the results of the mandated gene testing on his family. Raised by scientists and having completed his on-line doctoral schooling in botany just last week, it did not take long to unravel the story the data told.




    Everyone was tested by the WEC. For years, it was quietly discussed how certain people disappeared without a trace, and here was the evidence of why. His father’s latent potential for violent anger, though Jaron had never seen any sign of it, had sentenced him to death. He had not fallen from a broken harness as his mother had claimed. He was exterminated by the WEC four years ago.




    An older brother he had never known, carried genes for a number of anti-social disorders, including the potential for premeditated murder. He was exterminated at the age of four, shortly before his parents had come to the jungle.




    The damning pages finally explained what had happened to his dwindling family, but it didn’t make any sense. His father had been a quiet man who had taught Jaron the love of the high trees. He remembered games of tag his father had taught to a group of spider monkeys who resided near the station. Every now and then, some old-timer would still sneak up and tag you when you weren’t watching. And now his mother and his sister had been killed.




    The WEC chose to ignore the vast array of information regarding genotype versus phenotype. Whatever genetic predisposition was stored in their bodies, his parents taught him to appreciate the balance of nature and to champion its survival.




    Jaron stared at the last two pages. Neither sets of data were about him. He stared at them until they were blurred by the shaking of his hands. They were clean bills of health for his mother and sister. Why had the Council’s troops come for them? The heated air of the upper canopy scorched in his lungs. He didn’t dare descend into the cool twilit jungle floor even though it had long since quieted.




    The Council hadn’t come for them. He choked for air but only inhaled more superheated, midday air. They’d come for him. He remembered the few occasions his mother had sent him into the jungle on short notice. Only now did he realize that he’d never had the WEC’s blood test. He’d never met an outsider.




    Jaron took the on-line doctorate course in his sister’s name. But last week, unable to wait for her return from Caracas, he’d turned in his final thesis. And they’d known something was up. They’d come looking for the answer to how his sister could be logged in from two places at once. And they’d killed all available targets.




    He grabbed the machete and slung it once again over his shoulder. He had to see what had happened. Had he killed his own family with his education as a trigger? As he jammed the papers back into the bag, something caught on the tip of his middle finger.




    When he extracted his hand, hooked on the end of his finger was his father’s wedding ring. He held the shimmering circle of beaten gold in the flat of his palm. It caught a narrow shaft of sunlight that had reached down through the upper story of leaves, and seemed to radiate with the heat of shame. Had he stayed, his mother and his sister would be safe and he would know the truth about himself. The WEC’s test would either have shown him clean, or he would be dead.




    The light glittered and shifted along the simple band of gold. His father claimed that the slight crosshatching which covered the surface helped his heart get traction when trying to figure out what was important. He’d told Jaron that no matter what, he was certain of the love of Jaron’s mother, and that always gave him a clear starting place.




    It was the first time his father had spoken of anything beyond science, and it was the last words they ever had together. Jaron had left that day on his first, solo field trip up the Orinoco River. The WEC had murdered his father a week later.




    As Jaron studied the ring, he became aware of a breeze across his cheeks. The scarlet macaw, over a meter long from bill to tail, settled on a nearby branch. It squawked loudly and reached out for the ring with its powerful hooked beak. Jaron waved it away, but it merely shuffled along the branch. The ring was out of range now, but it kept a close watch. Other parrots gathered on various nearby branches until he was the center of a small flock made up of several species. Holding the ring safely to his chest, Jaron rocked in his harness as the pains of the day overwhelmed him.




    He’d lost his mother and his sister and a brother he’d never known. His father had died all over again, the last remnant of his existence now curled in Jaron’s palm.




    An hour later, or half a day, the parrots took to the air with a burst of flight. Jaron climbed slowly out of his grief and crept back to the platform to see what had disturbed them. The platform had an observation ladder that reached above the canopy. He ascended until he could see the jungle rolling far and wide over the rangy, worn-down hills that had been the mountains of central Venezuela in some earlier age. No sign of man reached this haven.




    The sun was setting. The whole day lost in the shadow of his grief. Upon the rays of the fading light, the parrots swept and soared through the sky. The flocks, his own that had watched over him through the long day, and a hundred others, swooped back and forth, combined and separated and joined once again. The colors of their feathers shifted with the flight and the darkening of the sky.




    Jaron’s suffering turned to wonder. Such beauty was a rare gift. Jaron took a deep, full breath. Sorrow was not a part of the life of a wild parrot. And he decided it would not be his either.




    As the sky faded toward night, the bats slid out of the canopy in search of their nightly feast of insects. His parrots began to settle and roost. He slid back down to the platform and swung once more into the safety of the crotch of the tree below; tying off his harness. The great scarlet macaw landed quite near and settled, into preening its blue and yellow wing feathers as if Jaron were no more an intruder than another parrot.




    As the light failed, he slid the golden ring onto his middle finger and curled his fist against his chest. The bird tucked its head beneath its wing and slept.


  




  

    




    Chapter 4




    Suz rammed her crampon into the snow and forced herself to take another step. Breathe twice, step once. Right foot. Breathe twice, step left foot.




    What idiot idea had placed her up on this ridge? Need to prove yourself, Suz. Need to prove to meek little Suzie that anything was possible.




    Breathe twice, right foot.




    Prove that even the highest mountain in the world could be climbed one step at a time. That nervous, cowering woman had blocked her every move with caution. She blocked Suz’s every decisive action with enough inner fear and sufficient trepidation to bury a wooly mammoth.




    At least a mammoth would have more sense than to be up over the Hillary Step of Mount Everest. A mammoth would have taken oxygen as well. But no, not Suz, the inner voice complained. No, she had no sense of proceeding with proper care and foresight.




    Suz shook her head to clear it. She was well into the zone where brain cells were dying by the millions each minute. Maybe a few of Suzie’s worried synapses would be among those to go. She blinked her eyes again and looked down at her feet. They were planted firmly in the crusty snow. Neither of them was moving.




    The last long ridge to the top stretched before her like a launching sling aimed at the impossibly blue-black sky. The old passenger jets barely flew this high. Her feet were convinced they weren’t going to go up one more step.




    Suz wrenched the right foot free and placed it upslope. Using the ice axe like a cane, her right fingers frozen into a permanently firm grip about its head, she wrenched the left foot free and moved it beyond its companion.




    Breathe once, right. Breathe once, left.




    Alone on the top of the world. The nearest climber fought her own battle dozens of meters behind. On this mountain, such a distance placed her in her own world of pain and hypoxia. Of breathless cold and biting wind. Of stark beauty so powerful it could crush you and toss you a thousand meters to your death and never flinch.




    She glanced over her shoulder, but no one was in sight. And the Hillary Step was barely ten paces behind. A quick glance at her watch showed that those ten steps had cost her half an hour of mental aberration.




    Once again her feet were planted firmly in the snow like rooted pillars that had grown there since the birth of the world. She ripped the left one free and forced her body uphill. She’d crawl the last ridge as Hillary and Tenzing had so long ago if she had to.




    Think of something else. Set the body into mechanical motion and think of something else.




    Her data-gathering structure was complete. As complete as any evolving system could be. It had taken six painstaking months to isolate and tap most of the gathering and monitoring systems.




    Left. Breathe once. Right.




    She’d learned that there really were no secrets from someone with a sufficiently elevated password, a bit of skill, and a lot of perseverance. Another half-year had been needed to filter all the chaff and train the gathering system that had an avalanche-like desire to inundate her with information. She had to repeatedly tune and block data strings. Finally the information she was gathering was down to a nearly comprehensible scale.




    Breathe once. Left.




    The horrors she had uncovered during that time and the year since were frequently unspeakable. World Council President Melissa Chang’s vivisected body lay moments from death for Celia Wirden to discover. Celia had to smother the breathing corpse of her former lover. The next day her cremated remains were honored, dead of a respiratory disorder. Celia had lost some of her flair and style that day. Her white-blond hair had begun to gray and dark rings showed under her eyes. Suz struggled to find some sympathy for the woman, but there was none.




    She shook her left hand fiercely, but there was no feeling. The activity exhausted her and she had to drag more freezing air to burn her nose with its threats of pending frostbite.




    Breathe thrice. Right Foot.




    And her father’s plan for genetic cleansing. The worst wasn’t that his WEC troops had killed over a hundred million in the last two years. The horror was the six hundred million who had been quietly removed over the two decades since the completion of the Second Human Genome Mapping Project. HGMP II had revealed all of the genetic predispositions to asocial behaviors. With his perfect blinders of cause and effect, the Right Hand had been cleansing humanity to create Homo superior, to force humanity over the next evolutionary threshold.




    And he’d kept it secret. He directed the WEC forces through a few carefully selected generals who reported to him and him alone.




    Breathe once. Left.




    And what could she do about it? People were dying out there, some probably criminal, but most not.




    Breathe once. Right. Left. Breathe. Breathe. Breathe.




    That was what had cast her out onto this slope. Two years of research and she had no idea what to do with all of the information she’d gathered. How could she turn the juggernaut that was her father and not be instantly crushed in the process?




    Right. Left. Right. Breathe twice.




    Like the crusty snow crunching beneath her feet, sagging with each step through the frozen outer skin into the softer layers below, she could find no solid ground from which to launch her attacks.




    Maybe that was the problem. She was climbing one step at a time. Not conquering the mountain before it conquered her, but rather conquering the next step.




    Left. Breathe.




    Maybe little changes could solve the bigger problem.




    Right. Breathe.




    Suz had focused on the large problems of the world, murder of world leaders, death of millions.




    Left. Breathe.




    A hundred thousand small steps could conquer a mountain. She just needed to shift her system to find the small steps.




    Suz stumbled to a halt when there was no upward slope on which to place her foot. There was no more up to climb. She turned fully around twice seeking the next ridge to climb, the next bit of glacier, before she discovered there was none.




    The great rounded top of Everest lay beneath her feet. The mountain had submitted and the jagged Himalayas lay spread out before her. Russian Tibet was a cruel array of impassable peaks looking little different from the Indian state of Nepal.




    Once, perhaps twice a year, the everlasting blast of the jet stream didn’t tear at the peak of Everest. Today, in this moment of time, Suz stood at the quiet center of the universe.




    Look, Suzie, use our eyes and look clearly at what we can do. Our father is dangerous, but no more dangerous than this mountain if we go one step at a time. And somewhere, farther ahead than we can see, is the clear goal in the calm air. We simply must do what we can until then. And we must be ready to strike when the chance comes, in whatever form it arrives.




    Together, her past and her present, looked out upon the future with new eyes.




    # # #




    “They’re ready, Ri. It’s time.”




    Ri marked her place in the History of Diabutsu-den, the Greatest Temple and placed it back on the shelf that made one wall of her windowed aerie. There was not one thing more she could glean from the book. She’d read the key section a dozen times this day to have it clear in her head.




    Ri studied the street below. The last of the hunting cadres were headed in for the night. Now it was time for Tancho Cadre to once more break the unwritten rules of Nara and strike on the verge of darkness.




    She slung the harness with her fighting pipe across her back and tapped her forearms together to make sure both knives were in place. She rose in a single fluid motion and slid out through the small gap between bookcase and wall.




    Ninka awaited her there, also dressed lightly in black. With a barely tolerant silence between them they trotted down the two flights of stairs to inspect the assembled hunters. Six of them were lined up by the bolthole, Tinnai herself held the chain of the sacrificial. Her arm had never healed properly from the laceration the night they’d taken the bookstore. It made her a poor hunter, but she was the best guard any cadre could want. And she still led, though she made no comment when Ri had begun taking command of the hunters.




    Ri shrugged it off. Ninka might be an elder, but she didn’t read the histories. She didn’t understand the possibilities.




    Ninka had lined them up with the weakest just one before her rearguard position. Koukou was young to hunt. Ri glanced at Ninka. With the slightest tilt of her head the eldest hunter reminded Ri that she had been little older when she’d led the attack on the bookstore. Ninka had wisdom, Ri could use that, if the girl would let her.




    Ri nodded to acknowledge the choice and moved to the bolthole, grabbing an empty backpack as she passed the pile.




    Tinnai eased the chain and Ri pushed the sacrificial to one side. The Zenbu had lost their winter viciousness with the warmth of the spring, this sacrificial had survived nearly a month. They’d actually taken to feeding him on occasion.




    As soon as she was clear she broke into a fast trot. The others ran to form the line behind her. At the end of the street she turned toward the Kintetsu-Nara Rail Station. She had made a deal with Kintetsu’s chief hunter Kara, no interference. A deal Ninka had despised as weakness because she didn’t understand the power of an ally, no matter how untrustworthy. But every now and then Ri liked to remind Kara of the fighting force she’d face if she broke the pact.




    Without a glance she knew the cadre was in perfect formation, all in black, weapons sheathed but instantly available, the deadly Tancho Cranes. Watch out, Kintetsu, stay clear. She raced the cadre directly toward their weak fortifications. She could practically hear Kara’s pounding heart shouting that the pact was over and her cadre was about to be smashed from the face of the world.




    At the last moment she swung wide of their blocked entrance. They didn’t even have a sacrificial. The Zenbu would not be pleased and it would cost the Kintetsu soon. But the hunters raced on. There was nothing that Kara guarded that Tancho would care about. It would be a waste of effort and perhaps lives to launch such a tempting attack, but Kintetsu was not the enemy. At least not today.




    Two blocks farther she turned east and slowed. Mad Dog Cadre was very protective of their territory. That was why she’d chosen dusk to attack. Mad Dog would have retreated into their bank vault for the evening, and the Zenbu would not be yet walking the streets.




    It was hard to credit the pictures that showed the streets of Nara crowded with the flitters that were now little more than scattered, rusting wrecks and shattered plastoid. She led the hunters wide around several of the larger hulks that Mad Dog sometimes used as a daytime lookout, but the flitters were abandoned now.




    Five blocks later she called a halt and listened. Koukou whispered a question and was instantly hushed by Ninka. She turned her head trying to find even echoes of sounds. Ninka’s quiet steps padded up beside her. Ri wanted to start off again to avoid Ninka’s concern, but that was not the practice of a good leader.




    Using the battle-signs she’d taught the whole cadre, Ninka asked in a none too humble way, “Where are we going? That is Diabutsu-den Cadre over the hill. They are the most dangerous.”




    Ri knew that. Hadn’t she been born in their dungeons? At three, hadn’t she been the little laughing girl who scouted the escape route? At four, hadn’t her own mother died leading the attack that had freed Tinnai, Ninka, and the rest of Tancho? Had she not herself, thrown the torch that destroyed the mighty thatch temple that stories told had stood over the dungeons since before Japan had been Japan?




    She signed a quick, “I know what I’m doing.”




    Ninka bowed and retreated, but she could feel the mistrust written clear in the narrowed eyes. At fifteen, Ri was not stupid enough to attack the mighty Diabutsu-den. At least not head-on.




    She led the cadre across the street and onto the grassy field to the north of the burned-out temple. Each step released a perfume of spring grass that blossomed into the warm air with an intoxicating aroma that made her head spin. If only they could eat grass, but grass soup held no nourishment.
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