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Praise for Edge of the Known World


“The skillful writing makes the book a worthy read. . . . A complicated dystopian political thriller enhanced by lively prose.”


—Kirkus Reviews


“Author Sheri T. Joseph has crafted a riveting novel . . . a brilliantly original concept that captures you right from the start.”


—Readers’ Favorite, 5-star review


“Via pristine details, intriguing characters, and such timely themes as technology ethics and societal collapse, Joseph’s broad, bold tale of an any-day-now dystopia never strays from the intimacy of a father and daughter’s mutual love.”


—Anita Gail Jones, finalist for the PEN/Bellwether Prize for Socially Engaged Fiction and author of The Peach Seed


“Like all great dystopian fiction writers, Joseph holds a magic mirror to our world in a compelling, complex story.”


—Lori Duff, INDIE Awards Gold Medalist and author of Devil’s Defense


“Edge of the Known World is a compelling story about technology, identity, and privacy that illuminates some of the most pressing questions facing society today.”


—Corie Adjmi, Best Book Award and American Fiction Award–winning author of The Marriage Box


“Joseph’s wild, far-flung, and intrigue-filled adventures offer much for future diplomats, as well as scientists, to ponder.”


—Mary Carlin Yates, Ambassador of the United States and former deputy commander of the US Africa Command
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refusé





noun /ri-ˈfyüz-se/ [English, derivation of to refuse, from Latin refusare, to pour back]


1. a person refused permission to emigrate from their land of origin, who upon fleeing to avoid persecution or danger is refused entry or sanctuary by other lands


2. a person subject to return under international treaty


3. slang usage: a person considered unwelcome due to geographic origins; a connotation of human debris
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Alex poised at the roof’s edge listening to the foghorn. She had long ago identified the distant boom as the mating call of a ghost ship trapped inside the Golden Gate. It was a perfect evening for a frustrated ghost, if not a tipsy twenty-three-year-old postdoc atop a rickety three-story fire escape ladder. The August fog howled with gale force, maddening the bay and sinking the city in premature night. Alex eyed the dumpster and alley far below. Not the ideal way to exit a graduation party, but her magic-act disappearances were the stuff of Institute legend, and her soon-to-be ex-boyfriend guarded the flat’s only door. He wanted to talk about their future.


Her choices were to face the future, sprout wings, or take the ladder. Alex did some mental math. A missed grip meant hitting concrete at thirty miles per hour. Her father’s voice echoed in her head: Stop, rag mop. Think!


A waft of brine and tar came from the shrouded piers. The flat was on Polk Street, behind the VA shelter of Ghirardelli Square, and belonged to her soon-to-be ex, a Global Security Adjunct with the exquisite name of Michelangelo Giancarlo Valenti. It was typical junior faculty housing, with wharf rats scritch-scratching inside the walls and stealing bait from traps, the steady zing-zing of Guizi Hunter video games, stained denim slipcovers, and fingerless gloves for when the heat went out. This being a bon voyage for newly minted PhDs, red plastic cups littered the warped floor, while squeaking springs from the bedrooms made rhythmic last-fling music.


The mood sang of freedom and possibility. There were no senior faculty here to bemoan a war ended twenty-five years ago—their loss of liberties, the humiliations of the Austerity or the repressive cynicism of youth culture—as if her generation had requested an intractable economic depression and psychosis of life under the constant threat of war. The TaskForce Institutes were the training ground of the Allied Nations’ civilian leadership. The days of unfettered travel were a memory, and their coveted TaskForce officer cards the gift of an international life.


Alex was the youngest of the cohort, the youngest PhD the Institute ever awarded, and the only one not leaving the backwater San Francisco campus. No one could understand why she refused field work, never mind the Fellowship at dazzling Headquarters in Shanghai. Always lie by telling another truth, a rule of omission that helped to keep her story straight. “If y’all grew up in West Texas,” she had told the others in her most entertaining drawl, “you’d find it mighty purty right here.” She was glad for the other Fellows, but also bitter, ashamed, sick with wanderlust, and if forced to happy-drawl one more time she would have ignited the flat like a rocket launch.


A chill gust of wind laughed in her face. Alex’s dark waist-length hair and pleated skirt sailed crazy around her. Stop! She clambered to the ladder in reckless defiance.


Every emotion had a certain half-life. Ten rungs down and she was orange with rust, a level arm’s length from Michelangelo’s illuminated bay window, and watching her warm geek friends debate neo-capitalism and play beer pong without her. Her anger at the faceless world cooled to the loneliness of the ghost ship. Now she was freezing, her stiffening fingers making for a precarious grip. She had lived in the city for seven years yet still had forgotten her coat, hopeful as a tourist, to be schooled again by the devious summer weather.


Michelangelo came into the bay window, and Alex flattened to the ladder. Her tattered pink madras book bag varoomed with his gunning-the-Ferrari ringtone. She hooked an arm and fished madly for her phone. “Hey, you,” she answered, bird-perched in shadow. “Great party!”


“La mia bellezza del Texas!” His Italian accent rose and fell like a sine wave, free of consonants. Tomorrow he posted back to Rome, ending her first experiment in using men.


“Where are you?” he asked.


“I’m hanging out.”


He sighed in relief—so sweet, so simple. He was a fantastic if wet kisser, with a wealth of brown curls kept in perfect disarray thanks to a shelf of expensive hair products. After a few bottles of Umbrian wine, he was her prime source of classified High Council intel.


People always confided in Alex, a cursed kind of gift, as if the secret she had learned on her sixteenth birthday—the great divide of her before, and after—were a pheromone attractant for private things. So she knew Michelangelo was slumming it. His family was wealthy, nasty, and as politically connected as the Borgias. Like everyone at an ultra-elite institution, he was terrified he was destined for something great and would die before finding out what.


“Come to Rome with me, Texas,” he said. “We will be the spaghetti western.”


“I wish,” she said, watching a wharf rat the size of a pug scuttle across the alley. It stared back up at her, bold and toasty in its little fur coat. “But I’m teaching seminar. I’m trapped here.” True, with no need to add that she dare not risk the ubiquitous security g-screens across the Nations, which took Europe, Asia, and most of North America off her personal map. Peel away the ever-shifting Regional Organizations in Africa and South America, the Federation’s satellite states, the toxic red zones, and her globe became vanishingly small.


San Francisco remained one of the few places with a conservative distaste for random screens. Her father’s first rule was You stay put. No chancing fate at airports, train stations, even toll plazas. The city was a jewel compared to the Plainview Penal Ranch where she lived her first sixteen years, but the spans of the scenic bay bridges were still bars.


“What about us?” asked Michelangelo.


“Let’s burn that bridge when we get to it.”


Michelangelo drooped in the window like a sunflower at dusk. Alex thought of her father’s second rule: Do not get attached. They cannot help you, and you can only do them harm. It had a corollary: Intimacy increases the temptation to confide. Keep your britches on. That was fine in practice, as her professors joked, but what about in theory? She really liked Michelangelo. He was kind and respected limits—no squeaky springs for her. She wanted to give him something, and she had only one currency.


“Can I tell you a secret?” she said, picking one he’d like. His profile perked up. “Everyone assumes I had a hard childhood. Mom died in childbirth, I grew up in a prison, et cetera, et cetera. But Plainview was an honor farm, just an electric perimeter, with crops and livestock. Patrick, my dad, was an inmate, but also the prison doctor. He was an ex–A&M linebacker, a hyper-moral gentle giant. Everyone adored me and let me get away with murder.”


Michelangelo nodded sagely. “Sì, sì, a loving childhood always shows.”


“Sundays were holy,” she continued, transported from frigid perch to happy feral days of beating sun and scrubby plain. “We’d build tumbleweed ships from my dad’s Greek myths and have pickup football games. He always had a razzle-dazzle play. Then, when I was nine, the Creationist preacher lady started coming from Lubbock for services. She was married to Warden, so we had to go. She preached that the War had been God’s Flood, the Diasporas the new Babel. Our Chinese Allies were granted purgatory with the Baptists; our Federation enemies were going straight to hell with the Methodists. My father despised her as an amoral hypocrite. Then one Sunday, I hid under the exam table to see why preacher lady needed a very private checkup every visit.”


Michelangelo laughed, poor bambino, and it was worth reliving those horrifying minutes scrunched beneath the exam table with her hands clapped over her ears. She had kept her father’s adulterous hypocrisy in her back pocket to brood over through the years, unable to explain his insane risk. If Warden had found out, her father would be buried in Plainview.


Tonight though, through the lens of young adulthood, she could appreciate the power of his need and loneliness. Prison was endured through a series of essential fictions. Denial allowed the sunlit moments, the small joys and anticipation that carried you through the desert nights.


Alex resumed an awkward one-armed monkey descent trying to hold the phone to her ear while Michelangelo chattered about amore. The ladder ended five feet above a stinking trash bin. She hesitated, caught on the crux of her own story. The Rule demanded another desert night alone in her twin bed piled with stuffed animals, her hands moving over her restless body. Or—she could embrace denial and climb back up to a man’s warm arms, a journey to an imagined land if only until dawn.


The foghorn brayed her location like a ghostly snitch. As Alex fumbled to muffle her speaker, a beam of flashlight hit her eyes. “Alex Tashen!” came an imperious female voice from the street. “Are you fucking high? Get down this instant!”


“Is that the Kommandant?” asked Michelangelo. “Oh, Texas, this is how you say goodbye?”


It was like being trapped between two advancing armies. The fumble cost Alex’s frozen grip, and she toppled into the dumpster.


Alex didn’t have long to ponder the mysterious slimy things that cushioned her fall.


“Out of the trash,” came Kommandant Burton’s crisp alto, an expression of zero concern that said don’t even try for a sympathy play. Alex climbed out to face the woman who, at five foot one, was the most intimidating person she knew.


Suzanne Dias Burton was a fifty-two-year-old Allied general and West Point alum with a doctorate in biological sciences, a member of the Nations Science Academy, a special adviser to the secretary general, and the founding ruler of the TaskForce Institutes. She wore a camo field jacket, her crown of short black ringlets blowing above skeptical eyes and mahogany skin. Her entire personality was distilled in her planted hand-on-hips stance. She made regular visits to the old vets in Ghirardelli. Still, her appearance fit with a psychic-seeming propensity for ambush at the guiltiest moments.


“I see you’re hard at work on my brief,” said the Kommandant, the excuse Alex had given to skip their monthly status dinner that evening. It would have been their seventy-fifth dinner since Alex arrived from the ranch as a bewildered sixteen-year-old prodigy—the Kommandant took keen personal interest in her rare Special Admits. “Walk with me, Alex.” The Kommandant peeled a slice of cold anchovy pizza from Alex’s blouse. “And stay downwind.”


They both lived near the Presidio campus a dozen blocks away, so Alex prepared for a forced march and harangue. The overdue brief was for a Commission departing in a few days, and there were other sins to cover. The past week alone, she had tripped and caused a domino fall of faculty at Convocation, pranked a blowhard emeritus into lambasting his own research, and performed a wicked imitation of the Kommandant that had unfortunately gone viral.


On the other side of the equation, her publications in prestigious journals brought glory to the Institute. Her Diaspora 101 was the most popular freshman course across the international campuses. When she sat with major donors at fundraising dinners, they wrote enormous checks.


So her punishment was scathing rather than terminal. “Time to grow up,” began the Kommandant. Alex made her usual escape to daydream, surfacing every few blocks to pick up the Kommandant’s last sentence and express appropriate contrition. The barred windows and shops of Union Street turned into a trek through the Himalayas, sun-haloed peaks and plumes of ice crystals streaming at hurricane force to vanish in a perfect sky. The view barely stretched her imagination—no snowcap could be colder than the corner of Fillmore and Union.


The gang of shelter kids ran to greet her. Judging by their reaction, she looked ghoulish, her lips corpse-blue with cold, the tomato sauce on her blouse giving a good impression of blood. Alex handed out the fun-size Snickers she always pinched for them from the Institute Commons, adding petty larceny to her list of sins.


The Kommandant’s ire, though, was fixed on the corner by Alex’s building, where a stout US Homeland general in a greatcoat was reprimanding a young Metro cop with a pinched, sullen face. The cop held a neon-orange baton with a black rubber handle.


Alex jolted backward as if touched by a live wire. Metro police checked ID with retinal and facial recognition apps on their phones. She welcomed such biometric scans, which confirmed she was her true self: Alex Tashen, an overeducated, underpaid TaskForce Academic who belonged here. But this cop’s neon baton was a field genetic screener, capable of spotting a certain invisible freckle.


Patrick gave her a one-in-ten chance of being detected at any g-screen, a probability he had drilled into her brain with lectures on dependent and independent conditions and images of a revolver at her temple. Alex tried to melt among the shelter kids and stay calm. The g-screens were still cumbersome, with a cheek swab inserted into the tube and, depending on connectivity, a twenty-second wait for ID confirmation to display. TaskForce officers, with their stratospheric clearance, typically got courtesy fast-tracked with a quick biometric.


“Did you not get orders?” the general was telling the cop. “Everyone gets screened, even me. And especially those TaskForce bastards.”


The Kommandant charged forward, and Alex was dragged along. The night turned into a bombardment of useless detail—the taste of bay fog in her mouth, salty as tears, the sickly yellow orb of a streetlight. Panic and revulsion surged to an overwhelming urge to run. Patrick’s steady voice returned with the rule of three Ds: Distract, Divert, Delay. Keep your wits and find an out.


Kommandant and general saluted each other in cool and familiar contempt. Alex wondered if they had served together in the US Army during the War, both being equally ancient middle-aged. The Kommandant’s subsequent transfer to Allied Service would explain the native hostility.


“What the hell?” demanded the Kommandant. Alex and the cop could have been little red ants on the sidewalk. “A random g-screen in my city?”


“It’s a pilot with your TaskForce Bureau of Solidarity,” said the general. The news seemed like a squirt of vinegar in the Kommandant’s eye. “Join the Guizi Control Program and get the tech free. It’s called domestic safety.”


“It’s called political bullshit.” The Kommandant turned to the cop to prove her point. “Tell us, soldier, what do you know about guizis? Speak freely, we’re not your Command.”


The cop needed no prodding. “The guizis started the War, ma’am. Their diseases killed a billion. My mom and dad lost their whole families. The Federation is a guizi state, and they’re still sending human bio-bombs to attack us. But they all got the mark of Cain, so we can catch them with this.” He pulled the swab from the g-screener. The orange tube lit ready-green. “The Treaty makes us send guizis back to the Federation, but better to shoot them right here.”


“Bah,” the Kommandant told the general. “See the impact of junk science on weak minds? Guizis under every rock. Mass g-screens are expensive, inefficient, and breed hysteria that undermines the Treaty.”


“I don’t give a rat’s ass,” said the general. “It’s about time Homeland got a slice of TaskForce pie. Have you been to Burlingame lately? Why does that cesspool get less resources than your Protectorate?”


“Great question, sir!” cried Alex, seizing the diversion. As long as she was speaking, the swab could not go in her mouth. “Burlingame is a hundred fifty-seven thousand domestic displaced, with static growth. The Protectorates are safe havens for international War displaced, and exhibit exponential growth. The Nepali Protectorate alone has twenty-four million, three hundred fifty thousand in a depopulated Indigenous province of twelve thousand square miles. More hornet’s nest than cesspool, I’d say, with the Independence unrest. But you are correct. Allied defenses must be robust across all zones. Sir!”


“Who the hell?” sputtered the general.


Alex worked her frozen fingers into a crabbed salute. “Dr. Alex Tashen, sir. My doctorate is in economics, sub in geography, with a focus on empirical microeconomics. Theoretical is fine, but we work in the real world, right? I do development modeling for Diaspora populations.”


“Your doctorate? How old can you be, child? Is the Institute handing out PhDs in kindergarten?”


“A five-year-old would be less trouble,” said the Kommandant.


“Where’d you get those eyes?” demanded the general, as if Alex had shoplifted the set of aquamarines from a boutique.


“Indian-Swedish ancestry,” she replied, the honest answer to the incessant question about her striking high-contrast coloring. “And all Texan. Now, y’all be busy, so I’ll be—” The surly cop raised the screener. Alex switched from educator to instigator. “I’ll be thinking about the untold cost of terrorism on domestic GNP. G-screeners are a deterrent, and TaskForce tech must be fairly apportioned. Sir!”


“From the mouths of babes!” the general told the Kommandant. “You American turncoat.”


“Isolationist fool,” said the Kommandant. “Since that worked so well last time.” Their ensuing firefight exceeded Alex’s hopes of delay. She threw in the occasional statistic for fuel. The ends of her hair flew like needles in her eyes, her nose streamed. Shivers progressed to shudders of cold.


“Can’t you see under your noses?” the cop yelled at the elders. He pointed the screener at Alex, and her legs went weak in terror. “Look! The girl is freezing to death.”


They blinked at him. “Where in hell’s your coat?” the Kommandant demanded of Alex.


“Shoo, child,” said the general. “Shoo. Get on home.”


Her fifth-story studio was baking hot from the broken thermostat and smelled of cigarette smoke from the vent. Alex went straight to the half gallon of Smirnoff in her freezer. She downed her usual three slugs, but her trembling only increased. If the Solidarity pilot program were implemented here, her globe would shrink to the stifling confines of her room. Three more slugs, and warmth spread in a delicious rush from chest to toes, her fear floating just offshore. The great lesson of her bereavement, no surprise, was that she could anesthetize like a Slav. The vodka jug went ca-chink atop a trash can of empties.


She changed into her purple DON’T MESS WITH TEXAS nightie, then kicked through the ankle-deep carpet of dirty clothes, crumpled shut-off notices, books, stuffed animals, drafts of her dissertation, and candy wrappers. Patrick’s Bulfinch’s Mythology hid under her forgotten coat. The worn leather binding smelled of him. She flipped the gold-rimmed pages, thinking about the cop’s humane lapse and the mysterious multidimensions at play in every human mind.


It was no mystery, though, how the night would have gone if the screener had blinked red for detected. She tried to imagine Michelangelo’s reaction if her luck had run out tonight.


If they come for you, would he stand by you? Patrick once asked about a boy she liked. The answer remained no. Michelangelo would back away, as any man would.


The foghorn sounded, the call now tinged with despair, and Alex spiraled back to the ranch seven years ago, during the broiling summer of the great divide. She had applied to the TaskForce Institute without telling Patrick, knowing it was a fantasy. An inmate’s daughter had as much chance of admission as Cyclops, their one-eyed rooster. When her miracle acceptance arrived on her sixteenth birthday, she was too jubilant to notice Patrick’s distress. She danced about their Quonset hut, then took the Jeep for a victory tour, spinning donuts in the scrub and whooping at the top of her lungs. The inmates bedecked the Jeep with banners: GIG ’EM, ALEX! LOOK OUT FOR THEM WEIRDOS IN SAN FRANCISCO!


Patrick had been practically living in his clinic lab, racing to finish a paper on a blood disorder before his parole. He emerged for a hug when she returned, but an emergency medical call had sent him off in the Jeep. Alex waited until he was out of sight—against that landscape, even the armadillos stood in high relief—and bolted into the lab for a sneak peek at the birthday present he always hid on the top shelf of the locked cabinet with the narcotics and old lab notebooks. One notebook lay propped open, as if to dry. Alex caught the faint lemon scent of the clear reagent used to count cells with the diode laser, her most boring chore. Curious, she shined the hand laser on a page. To her astonishment, her father’s tight cursive had appeared like magic in the blank spaces between the lines of neat penciled equations.




Confession of Patrick Tashen


Welcome, future jury, to the Plainview Penal Ranch, north of old Lubbock and a thousand miles from nowhere. I’m a MD/PhD in computational biology, serving a seventeen-year sentence of medical labor. But I’m a father first. So I’ll begin with a day of bad parenting any of you parents will understand. When my Alex was eight—





She dropped the laser with an alarmed laugh, and the words vanished. Her cyber-whiz father had an anachronistic attachment to paper, but this was nuts—unless he judged it more secure than the Net, where any encryption raised AI flags. It was wrong to invade privacy, she knew, but also wrong to have a story written about you in disappearing ink. She picked up the laser.




—Alex was eight. I spent the afternoon raging at my ugly data. I live at the interface of cyberscience and genomics. I am singularly qualified to overcome a singular problem of genetic editing. Yet every result I modeled killed my virtual patients with fevers or exploding hemoglobin.


I surfaced to a suspicious quiet from Alex. She moves in clouds of happy chaos. Silences were the lull before the big uh-oh. I found her in the tumbleweed Argo ship we had built, armed with a month’s ration of chocolate and a forbidden toy gun. With her dark wavy hair, golden skin, and big doe eyes, she looked like a chocolate-smeared outlaw princess of the Raj. But the color of those eyes is from a Nordic sky, the blue of glacial pools and winter. Sometimes she is funny-looking to me, and sometimes she takes my breath away. She will be noticed. Anywhere. It strikes me as an unfair complication.


Back to the gun. “It’s for guizis!” she said. “They bring plagues like killed Mommy. Shoot ’em in the head, the ugly monsters!”


I grabbed her, this child who is my very reason for living, and yelled that guizi is a mean word, don’t ever use it. I’m an ex-linebacker from a state where they grow ’em big. Alex was shocked to tears.


Guizi. The world intruded, even here. I hugged Alex until she was back to twirling my beard around her finger, her habit since infancy. “You were the deadly death of doom!” she said. Everything with Alex is high drama, but she can’t hold a grudge.


“Don’t call them guizis,” I told her. “They are refusés. They’re regular folk, just like us. Words matter. They make people angry and afraid.”


Alex, of course, had nonstop questions. I knew it was a disservice to wrap her in marshmallows. But how to explain the truth to an eight-year-old?





The lab had gone dark but for the spotlight laser Alex held to the page. A frightened yammering in her head said stop, this notebook was Pandora’s box. But she had to know what was inside.




The truth has a very short half-life, future jury. So this is for you too. We sat in that Argo, drawing maps in the dirt and talking “how.” How the dirty bombs that began the War caused the Russian and Euro stampedes into Central Asia, and how the new Federation Regime trapped them there. How overcrowding and starvation bred disease, and how the Regime used flu victims as primitive germ warfare. How the Regime sealed its borders after the Treaty, and gave everyone living within those borders a gene therapy to prevent cancers from drifting radiation.


The therapy didn’t work, but it did have an unintended consequence. Gene therapies get delivered with special viruses, called vectors. This vector left behind a harmless snippet of its DNA in each recipient’s genome, meaning all their cells. Germ line, meaning the snippet is inherited. I kissed the spread of sun freckles on my daughter’s nose. “It’s like an invisible freckle,” I told her, “passed from parent to child. But this freckle shows up on a g-screen.”


The truth is that simple, future jury. The truth was snuggled on my lap, cracking herself up with knock-knock jokes and trying to feed me her candy. How could I tell her the rest of the truth? It felt like murdering my child.


I opened my mouth. No words came. Parenthood, it seems, turns otherwise bold and forthright men into freaking cowards.


I tried again at story time, with a variant telling of the Golden Fleece. In not so ancient times, Jason lived on a scrubby island with his pregnant wife. When the sickness came, he had no medicine. Everyone on the island died but him. One day the grief-stricken Jason found a baby on the shore. She had the invisible freckle. The island was a sneaky place to hide her. Jason went on a quest to remove the freckle. She grew up to travel the world and have many grand adventures.


Alex’s frown shifted to a connection made, and my heart accelerated to painful thuds. “Well,” she announced, “that baby could never be me.”


I dared to ask why not. Alex rolled her eyes, a hint of teen years to come.


“That baby was adopted, Poppa,” said Alex. “But I look just like you!”


She doesn’t look anything like me.


As the years flew past, endless red-eyed nights at my lab research, I convinced myself it was kinder to wait until the therapy was ready before telling her the truth. I was hoping today, her sixteenth birthday, to give her the gift of a safe life. But my final results show that her freckle will not be removed but rather hidden in most of her cells. Every g-screen will be Russian roulette. She’s tearing about the ranch in my Jeep, celebrating her Institute admission, out of her mind with the freedom ahead. What do I tell her now?





____________


A blast of foggy gale brought Alex to the now, popping her studio window ajar and fretting the paper maps on the wall. Borderless blue-green prints of the physical world lay in rebuke against the red-yellow chop shop of the political maps. Sepia antique maps displayed terra incognita, with dog-headed men devouring unhappy Christian sailors. Every place was incognita to her.


She had run away that night, as if she were still any normal sixteen-year-old, wandering the moonlit brush and sobbing through cycles of grief and shame, knowing her rage at her poor father was misplaced but unable to help it. The absurdity of her flight had finally circled her back to her father’s arms: Where did she think she could go?


As it turned out, she had unknowingly provided the answer. Patrick turned her improbable Institute acceptance into a razzle-dazzle play. The San Francisco location, plus the TaskForce officer privileges, were worth risking the genetic array required for admission. With her settled, Patrick rejoined the Red Cross in the hazardous Nepali Protectorate, where he had served during the War. You stay put, rag mop, and wait for the world to change.


She never did get all his lies straight. Some things he told her. The blood disorder was a cover for his years of g-marker research, meant, quite literally, to be read between the lines. He knew of no other refusés in the Nations. He had delivered his research notebooks and Confession to a confidant in the Protectorate for safekeeping.


Other things he refused to tell, or claimed not to know: How she had been smuggled to the ranch as an infant, who her biological parents were, what future jury he wrote to, who was the confidant with his notebooks.


The secrets might be necessary, she knew, but they poisoned his precious visits to San Francisco. She was desperate for answers, and to go with him, and was always angry when he left.


Alex hit play on Patrick’s Gershwin songbook, ’s wonderful, ’s marvelous, and did a slow waltz to the maps. Centered on the wall was a topographical map of the Himalayas. She traced the dark plastic bumps of the Annapurna range where, eighteen months ago, Patrick’s medevac plane had disappeared. Everyone aboard was presumed dead, the remains swallowed by an avalanche.


The wildness of her grief had been complicated by an unfathomable sense of abandonment. No astronaut adrift in space could feel more alone. A craving for risky humanitarian work was not the same as courage; where was his compassion for the one who really needed him?


Her stubborn heart insisted his death was another lie. The Nepali Protectorate was a hotbed of dissent; perhaps he’d violated his parole and had to go underground. Why he would fake his death without a word to her, knowing how she would suffer, was a mystery she shied away from exploring.


“Hi, Poppa,” she said to the map, trying to summon his voice. “Everyone’s leaving tomorrow. And I almost got screened tonight. I miss you so much.” The many griefs of the day compressed into one. Alex clutched the book and wept in bitter, gasping sobs.


Her phone interrupted with a sharp ship-whistle alert that she’d never heard before. The screen flashed repeatedly with the clasped-hands logo of the Allied Media Service, official news site for the billions of Nations’ citizens. The cyber-secure media fortress was clearly being hacked.


The screen settled to a text: Asylum Netcast #1. Occasion: The Fall of Warsaw Safe Area, twenty-fifth anniversary.


Alex felt goose bumps rise. The Safe Areas were an ugly, shameful chapter of the War the Allies tried to forget, enclave tent camps that had collected hundreds of thousands of desperate Federation refugees under promise of Allied protection. One by one, the Safe Areas were allowed to be overrun by Regime forces, who carried out systematic mass executions and atrocities.


Netcast #1 continued to scroll. The shame continues to this day. Allied patrols recently intercepted a Federate family escaping the Regime. We sent them back. They were taken to Jablsynk gulag, where this recording was made. The video showed a woman, a man, and three children in a concrete room. The preteen girl had the mother’s fair hair. The Federate guards were young, unremarkable. One guard ran his hands over the girl’s chest. The father lunged forward, and another guard shot him in the back of the head.


Don’t call them guizis, read the text. They are refusés. Asylum now.


Alex fell against the map wall, knocked breathless with shock—not at the heart-ripping images, but because she had seen this video before. It was the same horrific, stolen footage that Patrick had shown her on his last visit to San Francisco.


When refusés escaped the Regime, he had told her, they often brought smuggled evidence of the danger they faced if returned. The Nations tossed them back, per the Treaty, but archived their evidence. His years of biologic research had translated into novel tools in cyber-immunity, allowing him to exploit a vulnerability in the archive and hack into the videos. He had made this copy to show her, to dispel any illusions about a removal. Now he showed the Nations.


Faith, fact, need—she no longer wondered at those borders. Her heart was a physical world of unbounded conviction. This Netcast, a genius middle finger to TaskForce security, was Patrick’s creation and her proof of life. He was fighting for her, as he always had, in hiding as he had once hidden her.


His timing of the Netcasts to the historic falls of the Safe Areas was a brilliant strategy to heighten sympathy and outrage. And to build buzz. If Asylum Netcast #1 was Warsaw, then Netcast #2 would correspond to the Fall of Riga. That anniversary was only eight weeks away.


Alex’s elation wavered. Patrick did not know that Netcast #2 would be his last. One of the classified security files she had hacked from Michelangelo—her own foray into the black arts, playing on the human vulnerabilities of trust and affection that could breach any system—reported a new geo-locator code, a so-called Hallows virus, that nullified the anonymity of the Dark Net and closed in on the true source signal with each new attack. TaskForce security would see the pattern of the Safe Areas, too, and be ready for Netcast #2, with coordinated raids and eyes in the sky directing the dragnet forces to Patrick’s location. They would pump him with interrogation drugs and force every secret, including hers.


Her phone was back to showing the time. Not an hour ago she was climbing down a fire escape. She was a plaything for some vicious gods, and nothing about this life was her choice.


The foghorn called her to the window. Five stories, sixty miles per hour at the ground, no ladder. Alex leaned out to the void of pinprick rain, precariously balanced at the edge of despair.


Familiar voices rose from the street, and Alex jerked back to safety. The Kommandant and the general stood in the circle of yellow streetlight, sharing a smoke, too engaged to have checked their phones. The incline of their bodies suggested they weren’t going home alone tonight.


Alex’s first reaction was queasy surprise that people that age still wanted it. It was followed by the mournful realization that the Kommandant was getting more action than she was.


Still—the chill night felt different, fresh with change. The wind tasted of towering mountains and snow. She thought of her overdue brief, the Commission headed to the Nepali Protectorate on the strength of her expertise. She couldn’t travel because of the g-screens. But now screens had traveled to her. Safety was an illusion. If she didn’t find and warn Patrick before his next Asylum Netcast, they were dead anyway. She had eight weeks to save them both.


The thought electrified every atom of her being. She did have a choice: either stay put as she had promised, a powerless victim, or use her gift of brains to fight back.


Patrick’s voice in her head thundered, Stop. Think. An occasional g-screen here was not the exponential risk of constant screens in Asia. But a search plan was coming to view, like a laser held to invisible ink. It was time to live as her father lived, and not by what he said.


The surprise couple below lit up another smoke. It was probably best to let the Kommandant finish her hookup, but Alex had read that sex for old people took a long time, and she had none to waste.


“Kommandant!” Alex yelled down. The two soldiers ducked as if shot at. “The Commission doesn’t need my brief. They need me.”


The Kommandant squinted up against the streetlight. Her petite upturned face worked from irate to calculating, as if this one new variable might cure her multiple headaches. “Maybe,” answered Kommandant Burton. “But I’m not the one you need to convince.”
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It was a lucky man, Eric Burton once believed, who knew where he belonged. He knew. It was sixty-three hundred miles due west of his current position in San Francisco, back in Shanghai’s Allied Headquarters Tower, leading his CyberIntel team through the prize complex cases. Eric prized every aspect—the pinnacle intellectual challenge, the gratifying responsibility for public safety, the recognition of merit as represented by the eightieth-floor view from his rosewood-paneled Director’s office.


But there was a downside to knowing where you belonged, and it, too, was represented by an office, this one in a storage area behind the San Francisco Legion of Honor cafeteria. Eric ducked his head through the area doorway, cracked his skull on an exposed pipe, collected his temper, and knocked at the exact second for his scheduled meeting. A peevish voice told him to wait. The space reeked of frying beef. Eric contemplated the decapitated Thinker that once graced the courtyard. The bent figure looked embattled and ashamed, and Eric knew just how he felt.


The meeting was with the museum Security Admin, and the rudeness was no surprise. Turf wars and jurisdictional grabs were the stuff that powered the universe. No local wanted a twenty-nine-year-old TaskForce Security Operations Director up in their business, even a disgraced one sent home to grow his beard, let out his belt, and mull over his excruciating court-martial. But the upcoming Directors’ conference opened at the Legion, and the Kommandant had ordered him to get his pathetic ass off her couch and check security. His colleagues were arriving from Shanghai. They left messages he did not return: “Come on, drinks at Perry’s, grow a sac and call us back.” He could see them shaking their heads, saying, “Damn shame about Burton,” as they carved up the new Asylum Netcast case and helped themselves to his slice.


Eric checked his phone. Still no word from his brother, Strav. Eric channeled his concern into observation of the slipshod security—unplugged metal detectors, the ugly white mold on the Thinker, the security door propped open to the primordial soup of morning fog.


“Enough,” said Eric.


The Admin was not prepared for the forcible entry of a shaggy, redheaded, six-foot-nine, two-hundred-seventy-pounder in jeans and a flannel shirt, bearing no outward badges of authority yet conveying an expectation of absolute obedience. Five minutes later, Eric left with his uploads, a sullen headache, and a life-or-death need for a supersized chili cheeseburger with monster fries.


His cafeteria spree was interrupted by the Kommandant’s hup! ringtone, the sound of know all and see all. Eric hit audio only. “Remember, no junk food,” came Suzanne Burton’s voice. “You’re getting fat. Be home for lunch?”


“Yup,” he said between bites, careful to avoid telltale drips on his shirt. He and Suzanne were first cousins on the paternal side, their twenty-two-year age gap an ineffable relationship flux of parent–child, siblings, and commanding officer. Eric could envision her standing full height, which hit his third rib, an impatient little bird with her head cocked, her kitchen walls a retrospective of his framed sketches.


“I’ve got an analyst for your Commission,” said Suzanne. “Alex Tashen. My top postdoc.” Tashen’s CV and photo popped up on Eric’s screen. She looked about twelve.


“Nope,” said Eric.


“Listen up, soldier. I know you promised Strav it’d be the two of you. But this is a High Council mission, not a bromance road trip.” The Commission was, in fact, Eric’s shot at redemption; a probationary assignment arranged by Suzanne that, if performed to the satisfaction of his Disciplinary Tribunal, offered reinstatement to his directorship. Eric had overridden her advice and appointed Strav, a TaskForce Diplomat, as his Commission expert. Strav, on extended leave in China’s northern Khanate, had yet to respond.


“The expert must produce top work,” Suzanne continued, “and your brother can’t get his shit together to even accept the position. Like a blackout zone could shut him up. No, he’s probably violating orders again and—what’s that sound? Are you chewing?”


Eric swallowed fast and headed out. The Legion had been retrofitted for security after the War, but the frosty Ionic columns were bullet-chipped, the stained glass boarded with plywood, and every third display was a yellowing poster stamped RETURNING SOON! Still, the place had a grand feel of put-upon nobility and, like him, still required some respect.


“Strav’s fine,” Eric told his cousin, defensive because she was right. As always. “The trauma counselors cleared him for duty.”


“Bah. The boy could talk a snake into growing hair.” That was irrefutable, as was Strav’s growing collection of Diplomatic reprimands. Reckless. Unfocused. Unreliable. “Diplomatic is out of patience,” Suzanne continued. “This Commission can’t be his strike three. Alex’s dissertation was on the Protectorate. She can cover Strav’s work, hell, write the whole report. It’s a great solution.”


“To a problem set we don’t have. Or is this an order?”


The scientist in his cousin knew when to shift methodology. “A faculty favorite, our Alex. A true polymath. I’m very fond of the girl.”


Eric suspected that would be news to Alex. He braced for a low blow.


“Alex’s dad was a bioengineering star, before he was convicted of assault on a policeman. He lost it all.” Eric’s screen lit with a syllabus of one of Patrick Tashen’s early papers, ensuring that the uncomfortable parallel with his own plight sank in. “The dad died a few years back,” Suzanne continued. “Alex is on her own. Zero family. She needs the field work for tenure track.”


A school group mobbed the Rodin Gallery, giggling at great marble buttocks and filling the halls with cacophonous life. Eric waded gingerly through, the kids gaping up at him in delicious terror—at least children were open about staring, and yeah, kid, he did play basketball.


“She’s a book-smart kid,” Eric told Suzanne. “I’m not babysitting in the Protectorate.”


“You’re afraid,” she said, a limited patience exceeded. “Afraid Strav will see an analyst as a vote of no confidence. Time for tough love, Eric. Or he is going to fuck this up for both of you.”


A gaggle of girls in the long skirts and white blouses of the Creationist High School entered the gallery, shepherded by a blonde with a head mistress robe and the build of a champion swimmer. She gave Eric a once-over, and his head almost swiveled off to keep watching her. She was everything that attracted him—direct, an athlete’s grace, and a frame big enough to take his weight. But the aggravation with the Admin still gnawed. Instead of flash-fantasies, he got a lukewarm blip, like a shot of Novocain in the balls, and happening too often since his court-martial.


A tall, super-slim schoolgirl with a windblown ponytail and untucked shirttails trailed behind her mistress, intent on a tracking map on her screen. She progressed by pure Brownian motion, oblivious to people swerving around her. A collision with the marble Prodigal Son sent her skittering on all fours. She popped up with a self-conscious toss of her head that proclaimed, I meant to do that. Eric felt a rumble of amused cheer he hadn’t known in a very long time.


It lasted until he recognized the face from the CV. Eric hung up on his cousin. So Suzanne had sent Tashen his GPS coordinates to plead her case in person. Eric hated the slimy feel of conspiracy; he refused to be taken down by two women who, combined, weighed less than he did.


The stairway down to the Old World offered ignoble retreat from the gawky postdoc. Eric had spent many hours of his youth in the warren of lower galleries, sketching the masters in a haven of loner seclusion. First, to the Da Vinci Studies for Military Equipment, fine distraction while the would-be analyst hunted him down. Wooden Machine for Hurling Stones and Bombs—clean lines, definitive measurements, a practical if deadly purpose. Spinning Wheel Design for Sixteen Crossbows. People who yearned for the good old days were delusional.


“Love you, cuz,” texted Suzanne. “Love you too,” Eric texted back by rote, though it was true. Eric could not stay mad at her. Suzanne Burton might disdain politics, but no one attained her sphere of influence without being very good at it, and she was fighting for their little family with the weapons she knew.


On to the anatomical drawings. Spread-eagled Vitruvian Man, trapped with his wrinkled ball sac exposed over the centuries. Sepia flayed torsos provided a visceral view of The Sexual Act in Vertical Section, as if he needed more discouragement. Next up, Da Vinci’s quick sketch Study of a Young Woman, wistful eyes and a life force he never could capture in his own drawings.


Zero family. So what? The modern world was built on a shaky platform of orphans and widowers, fatherless sons and sole survivors.


Eric sat heavily on a bench. He’d give a year’s salary to see Strav round the corner—the old Strav, an aristocratic charmer in a bespoke suit, his eyes lit in his half-mocking grin. “Really, brother,” Strav would say, “such murky miasmas of misery!” He would clap Eric’s back to dislodge the stubborn melancholy, and make him play hoops until his misery dissolved.


The downside of knowing where you belonged was knowing you could lose it forever.


Eric’s childhood memories were blanketed by a layer of protective fog, so it was hard to discern between recollection and later stories. The Burton line was a stern military legacy of service. Suzanne’s father, the older brother, married a tiny Brazilian doctor. Eric’s father married a statuesque Norwegian mathematician. The results were the Chihuahua and Great Dane of cousinhood, a triumph of range in a single generation that inspired Suzanne’s studies in genetics.


Eric’s mother had abandoned the family after his birth, and his father, a brooding physicist, had little interest in the human realm, including his son. Fortunately, “big cuz” Lieutenant Suzanne, at UCSF for her doctorate, lived nearby to be his moon and stars. She’d walked him to the first day of kindergarten with his new Superman lunch box. Much later, he learned that she had deployed that afternoon, with the declaration of war and the first wave of the Guizi Flu. His father, away at a conference, died in a safe camp, and his nanny died in a Safeway food riot. Their house and much of the city burned in the Terror fires. He never did learn how he survived alone on the streets for a year. Suzanne had returned sick and starved from a POW camp and found him in the overflow orphanage in the old Neiman Marcus. He remembered being scared by her sunken eyes, and how hard she cried. They were the last of their family.


His next seven years were in a series of local boarding schools while Suzanne turned traveling fixer for the fledgling Allied Nations, driven by a mission of Never Again. Eric managed between her visits. His disconcerting size for his age helped maintain the essential solitude he craved. Words stuck like gum in his head, anyway. By his fourteenth birthday, he stopped bothering with conversation, and Suzanne woke up to the small world that needed fixing too. A week later, in trademark no-compromise fashion, she assumed command of the new San Francisco TaskForce Institute, moved Eric into her two-bedroom apartment, and enrolled him in Institute Prep.


Eric had known only barracks-style living, so having his own room was luxury beyond dream. Left alone to unpack, he enjoyed a shower with a door that closed. He went to the living room dripping naked, looking for towels, to find a skinny, prepubescent Eurasian boy dressed as for a costume epic. He wore embroidered felt boots, a coarse belted tunic, and, judging by the smell, had arrived by pack animal.


The boy stared at Eric’s crotch in horror. Prep was a bastion of traditional Chinese, Muslim, and Christian values, with modest dress strictly enforced. Eric found the prudery hilarious.


“What’s the matter, runt?” said Eric, animated by the joy of his private space. He hit a Superman pose. “Never seen a pecker before?”


Never a circumcised pecker, as Eric learned. “Do you mock me?” cried the boy, jumping to a boxing stance. He spoke with the lofty accent of a British lord. “Thou great siz’d coward!”


“Huh?”


“Troilus and Cressida,” the boy offered, his fists high.


The front door flew open. “Bah, cuz,” Suzanne told Eric. “You’ll make me snow-blind.” He gave a snarl of affronted adolescence and grabbed a cushion. Suzanne waved, unsurprised, at the strange boy.


“Congratulations,” she told Eric, like she was gifting him a pony. “I got you a brother.”


“You are a Moor!” the boy told Suzanne in delight.


“He’s not staying in my room!” yelled Eric.


Suzanne’s hands went to her hips, and she stared him down.


“Though she be little, she is fierce,” noted Strav, and Eric had to give him that one.


A debrief over grilled cheese produced the most astonishing flow of language Eric ever heard from a human being, much less another kid. Strav Beki, son of Beki, head of the nomadic Beki Clan, was “almost” twelve, before this trip had never been in a permanent building or used electronics, spoke Mongolian, “British,” Mandarin, French, and some Latin “of course,” had four sisters, five uncles, and eighteen cousins. He had come with the clothes on his back and a battered Pelican Complete Works of William Shakespeare.


“You are one wackadoodle package,” said Suzanne. “What migratory forces produced you?” She gave him a geneticist’s scrutiny. “Do I spy some Slav in Strav?”


That opened another floodgate. Strav’s grandfather was a Brit who posted to Ulaanbaatar for the Foreign Office, and married a ballerina of Russian-Mongolian heritage. Later, during the War and Chinese Claim, the extended family was delegated to the Khanate. His grandfather went too. “Mea familia curo primum,” explained Strav. “I care for my family first.


“When I was born,” he concluded, “Grandmother said I made more noise than Stravinsky. The shaman found the name propitious.” He grinned at Suzanne, brows shooting up with a devilish wag. It was a high wattage beam of trust and inside jokes, and transformed an otherwise unremarkable face into one of irresistible magnetism. To Eric’s shock, Suzanne smiled back. Strav aimed his stun-gun grin at him, clearly accustomed to charming people at will.


“Nope,” said Eric.


The Khanate, Suzanne later explained, was the most restrictive of China’s postwar Cultural Preserves, the traditional herders, hunters, and horsemen glorified as a reminder of world-conquering hordes. In subtext, the region was kept to medieval times to repress rebellion. Resistance remained. Beijing stomped too hard on a protest, and Strav was sent to the Institute, in Suzanne’s personal keeping, as a negotiated token of human rights reform.


“If he’s successful,” she told Eric, “it sets a dangerous example for the other preserves. Kid is going to get hammered. Your mission, soldier, is to keep him here.”


It wasn’t easy. Strav wouldn’t hit his growth until he was seven-teen, when he shot up a painful inch a month to six foot two in his Brit grandfather’s rangy frame. At twelve, though, he was the smallest boy in Prep’s jade-hued halls. The Chinese Nationals constantly goaded him to pick a fight, which would be grounds for dismissal. Worse than the surreptitious shoves and vulgar whistles were the insults to Strav’s honor—he was a half-breed barbarian, a pretty boy for man sex, his sisters were whores, his parents did unnatural things with their sheep.


Eric’s problem was Strav’s eagerness to take on the Nationals. Teaching the runt Western sports was a grudging pleasure; Strav was the finest natural athlete Eric would ever know, on his way to Institute soccer star, a born daredevil with a ruthless streak that kept coaches on nervous edge and thumbing their rule books. He’d inflict real damage on his tormentors before getting returned to the Khanate in a body cast. So Eric kept the bantam warrior close.


Suzanne fell first. Strav bought her a flower every day, even a dandelion, and made her laugh again. It occurred to Eric that big cuz carried wounds he could not see. She seemed to know the nights that Strav quietly cried himself to sleep out of homesickness, and returned his unguarded affection with Mongol cooking, even making airag, fermented mare’s milk, which fouled the apartment for a week.


Victorious, Strav turned his siege to Fort Eric. At dinners, he told stories from the Mongols’ Secret History—the rise of the Great Khan from outcast and slave, the kidnapping and rescue of his wife, Börte, the alliances of families and andas, or sworn brothers, a bond stronger than blood ties because it was freely chosen.


“Nope,” said Eric.


Still, they were fine roommates, both neatnik perfectionists focused on school, sports, and superheroes. Eric was fluent in science, but English induced paralysis. Strav, with language skills as effortless as a hawk in flight, had algebra meltdowns that left kick holes in their walls. They tutored each other. Their conversation ranged from Superman versus Batman to Patton versus Genghis, and back to the Beki Clan being of imperial caste, the direct descendants of the Great Khan and tasked with preserving his bloodline.


“The Khan had the amber eyes of a wolf,” Strav boasted one night over third helpings of lasagna. He held his eyelids open for Eric to admire the slivers of yellow in the black-coffee irises. “This noble king called Genghis Khan / Who in his time was—”


“Fuck your Shakespeare!”


“Chaucer. Not up to Yuan poetry, but adequate. The point is, we few descendants—”


It was a mistake to fight Eric with numbers. “Few descendants of Genghis? Ha. You and sixteen million other people.”


“Preposterous.” But after Suzanne explained signature male Y chromosomes, Strav was red-eyed, and the imperious lift of his chin was a thing of the past. The Beki blood carried no special purpose. His family, as mocked, were mere destitute herders at the fringe of civilization. Eric felt like he had run over someone’s dog.


The next morning, Strav left for class looking anxious and ashamed. Eric realized he had destroyed the one article of faith that let Strav cope with the hazing.


By lunchtime, however, Strav’s arrogant bounce was back. “Think about it,” Strav enthused. “My ancestor had five hundred wives. Sired one thousand children. Ten thousand grandchildren. Sixteen million modern descendants. Now that’s what I call a man!”


Looking back, Eric supposed that moment changed his life. The War had destroyed most cloud files, but he had a photo of his father. The dour face matched his single memory: “Leave me alone, boy, I’m having greater thoughts.” At fourteen, Eric saw the beginning of the same vertical furrow on his own brow. It frightened him. Perhaps there was a difference between being a loner and loneliness. Maybe you had to be born with Strav’s resiliency. Or maybe you could let that force pull you in and shape you like gravity.


The next time a National whistled at the runt—his runt—Eric went berserk with a liberating animal rage, and he beat the offender bloody until Strav dragged him off. The National’s loss of face kept the matter from being reported. The hazing stopped.


Life eased into a string of contented busy days, with little family routines giving an aura of stability. On May 15, Allied Remembrance Day, two men came to visit. They were cultured and gracious, with visible war wounds—one missing his left arm at the elbow, the other with glassy white radiation-burn scars on his face. They brought red bikes as gifts for “our boys,” and joined family dinner in the tidy yellow kitchen. Eric heard them talking with Suzanne all night, the three voices pitched low in the private language of seasoned coconspirators. The next day, Suzanne resumed her indefinite greater-good travels.


With Eric in charge, the boys went on a pizza-fueled tear of unfettered young males. Eric hacked them into eye-popping hours of porn. They scavenged abandoned neighborhoods for old laptops for Eric to repair and Strav to upsell to upperclassmen. Eric got devirginated by the women’s volleyball coach and then hung around the gym, hoping she’d use him again. Strav spent evenings at Yang Racetrack riding in some banned event called a Dirty Naadam, returning exhilarated but so battered that Eric forbade the trips.


Eric knew he should be glad for summer, when everyone else would go home and he’d have the campus and apartment to himself. Instead, a week before finals, the gray returned.


He thought he had outgrown this secret shame, so the episode brought extra misery. The gray began, as always, with a siren call to sleep, like a bear growing sluggish at winter’s approach. On normal nights, Strav read while Eric filled his sketch pad with geometric designs. Now Eric was dead by nightfall and sleeping through breakfast. Homework went undone. His coaches benched him. Strav’s baffled concern faded to background static. As his world shrank to the nub of himself, Eric focused on the lifeline of daily routine. He managed.


The morning of his physics final, he gave up and stayed in bed. He woke to violent shaking.


“Get up!” Strav howled. Eric pushed him away, and Strav threw himself on the bed to lie mummy-like beside him. “If you won’t take finals,” said Strav, “neither will I.”


Eric pulled a punch. He could flunk out and return to public school. Strav would return to the Khanate and never go to school again.


“I fought to come here,” Strav said through hot tears of frustration. “The Elders said I would bring shame. They want a closed Khanate. Everyone expects me to fail. Wants me to fail. They didn’t count on you. We stand or fall together.”


Eric sat up. His mind was still sludge, but the gray a shade lighter. “Do you miss your father?” he asked.


“He says I’m impossible. But of course I miss him.”


“I wish I missed mine. He sounded like a real jackass.”


Strav nodded. “That’s why you are coming home with me to the Khanate next week.”


“What?”


“To meet your family. Our sisters are a pain, so be prepared, anda.”


“Who?”


Strav sprang up. “I found a restriction loophole in the Preservation Code. I bribed the official to file papers that you are my anda. It’s a legal adoption by the Beki Clan.” He flipped Eric a yellow card like a throwing star. “Here’s your family visa. We’ll be going home a lot now.”


Eric felt a wormhole gathering over his head, forces beyond his control. “How—”


“Did I pay the bribe?” Strav shrugged at the simplicity of it all. “That’s why I did the Dirty Naadams. To place bets on myself.”


The language center of Eric’s brain slammed to lockdown mode.


“You are not alone, anda.” Strav tossed him his clothes for finals. “A man of few words is the best man. Everyone will love you.” He considered Eric’s bulk. “Everyone except your horse.”


____________


The schoolkids ran screeching into the Da Vinci Gallery, playing tag around Eric’s viewing bench. Their laughter was the sound of that first summer in the Khanate, when his real life began. Little sisters clung like burrs to his legs, uncles taught him to hunt and read the awesome night sky, and parents warmed him back to life when he got lost in an August snowstorm. The Mongols knew a thing or two about hypothermia.


This was the first summer he had missed in fifteen years, due to his probation. He was there when Strav was betrothed to the beautiful daughter of a powerful clan. He was there at the Beijing Office of Ethnic Affairs when, with a smack of perfunctory red stamp, Strav was made a proud married man, albeit with his bride a thousand miles—in some ways, a thousand years—away.


He was there when Envoy Beki was pulled from the explosion in Croatia one year ago. Rational atheist or not, he had spent hours outside the surgery bargaining with God, or the devil, or any other deity listening, offering anything he possessed for his brother’s life. It had seemed a deal was struck; the price was his court-martial. Mea familia curo primum. Lately, though, it felt like a different version of his brother had been returned, an erratic Strav 2.1.


Eric moved to the Greek and Roman sculptures, part of his brain noting the Fibonacci sequence in the carved stone spirals of hair and pubes, the other part pondering his Commission problem. How did his and Strav’s future come to hinge on one fucking report?


The Khanate’s summer Naadam tournament began in a week. Strav was likely staying in order to compete, a reckless violation of his Diplomatic orders and his promise to respect his recently healed body. In truth, Eric had no idea how Strav would perform in the Protectorate.


That left the heartburn postdoc, Alex Tashen. The girl reminded Eric of his youngest Beki sister, a real handful, always needing to be fished from a river or trying to sneak out of camp. Eric groaned aloud at the instant transfer of vexed affection and protectiveness. It was hard enough to establish command with Academics, who viewed every order as the opening round of a debate.


Yet if Suzanne was right, and she always was, Tashen was the analyst to cover Strav’s work. The injury to his brother’s stiff-necked pride was trouble for another day.


The book-smart solution passed right by Eric, her eyes still on her tracking map. “Seriously,” said Eric. He tugged on her messy ponytail, and the hunt was over.
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