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Dedication

For Steve Feldberg, John Scalzi, Audible.com and all of the writers and voice talent that made the METAtropolis audio anthologies possible.

Tygre Tygre, burning bright,
In the forests of the night;
What immortal hand or eye,
Could frame thy fearful symmetry?
In what distant deeps or skies.
Burnt the fire of thine eyes?
On what wings dare he aspire?
What the hand, dare seize the fire?

From The Tygre by William Blake


Foreword

Sometimes it just sticks with you.

It was at the Beverly Hills Hotel in 2003, the glitzy black-tie Writers of the Future Awards ceremony, where I presented the trophy to a young writer named Jay Lake. Jay stood up to receive his award—and gave one of the most moving acceptance speeches I have ever heard.

In a ballroom crowded with such science fiction luminaries as Robert Silverberg, Anne McCaffrey, Larry Niven, Jerry Pournelle, and many others, Jay described some of the grandest moments in human history, then made the point that the only reason anybody remembers them is because a writer was there to tell the story.

I have been a judge and guest instructor for Writers of the Future since 1996, and Jay was among my students in that year’s workshop group. Many of the newer writers I’ve taught go on to become successful, while others vanish into obscurity. When you teach a workshop group, you can never identify which will be which.  But with that speech, Jay Lake certainly stuck with me.

Two years later, in 2005, at the Writers of the Future workshop and awards—this time held at the Seattle Science Fiction Museum adjacent to the Space Needle—one of the students was a gregarious and personable man named Ken Scholes. He took the opportunity to strike up a conversation with me, and I soon learned his real ulterior motive—that his wife Jen was a huge fan of my Star Wars novels, and he wanted to earn marital brownie points by introducing her to me.

Shortly after that event, Ken wrote to ask if I would consider writing a blurb for a small-press collection he was about to release. I have every incentive to help former students, and as a rule I say that they can ask me—once—for such a favor. I considered Ken’s request and asked if he was certain he wanted to use up his one favor for a small press collection. Having read his work, I expected much bigger things from Ken, and I advised him it would be better to hold off so that I could give him a quote for a major project. Ken listened to my advice … and only a few months later he sold a five-novel series to Tor Books. (And, yes, I gave him a quote on that one.)

Over the years I watched the careers of Jay Lake and Ken Scholes blossom, each of them becoming quite successful. My wife Rebecca Moesta and I gave lectures on professionalism at various science fiction conventions, how to talk, act, and dress like a pro. Jay would often pop in and stand there flaunting his trademark garish Hawaiian shirt. But that was his look and his brand, so Rebecca and I started incorporating him into our talks, too.

I followed with great concern as Jay revealed his diagnosis of terminal cancer; he rallied the whole science fiction community in his very public battle against the terrible disease. I contributed what I could, donating high-end one-of-a-kind items to fundraisers so that Jay could try new treatments, get a complete map of his genome, and embark on other innovative strategies.  Despite Jay’s superhuman efforts, the cancer proved to be his kryptonite, and he was left with a ticking clock.

At Seattle’s Norwescon in 2013, Jay felt well enough to attend some of the events, and I spent a long time talking with him at a party one evening. The following morning I had breakfast with Ken Scholes, just so we could catch up. 

At the time, I was just launching WordFire Press, and like a proud parent I was happy to show Ken some of our titles, which included not only my own backlist but a fairly impressive roster of other writers including Dune author Frank Herbert, Pulitzer Prize winning Allen Drury, along with Bill Ransom, Brian Herbert, Neil Peart, and others.

Ken and I talked about Jay, and he told me about the sprawling METAtropolis project they were working on in novella-length chunks. Jay and Ken have a significant track record with large publishers and certainly had no need to consider a relatively small independent operation like mine. After breakfast, Ken and I parted with a vague promise that we would have to do something “someday.”

But Jay’s clock kept ticking. The METAtropolis series gained a fair amount of attention when they were released as audio originals, and both Jay and Ken really wanted a nice print edition. In glacial traditional publishing, however, a book takes 1–2 years on average to go through all the steps of publication and release. With Jay’s declining health, that simply wasn’t acceptable.

In an email exchange I pointed out to Ken that WordFire Press operates under a different paradigm, with a much shorter time frame. He and Jay convinced their agent to go with WordFire—and here, only a month after the deal was signed, is the print and eBook edition of METAtropolis: The Wings We Dare Aspire.

I’m proud of these guys, and I’m very pleased to be their publisher. I hope you enjoy the book.

—Kevin J. Anderson


Introduction

It was in late 2007 that I proposed to John Scalzi an idea I called “The Shared Universe Project.” A group of authors would be given the same “what-if?” and write stories based in the new reality it posited. I even offered up what I thought were several clever concepts for what that operating principal might be. We then recruited a team of authors—who proceeded to boot all my ideas right out the door.

Which was the best possible thing that could have happened.

Instead, what John called “Our Little Cabal” spent an intense month building a world far richer and so much deeper than a single “what-if?” They created an all-too-possible future of zero-footprint cities, virtual nations, and armed camps of eco-survivalists. Each writer then claimed his or her own corner of this shared world to explore and wrote stories that were highly individualistic, yet fit together as a cohesive whole. Just nine months after that very first brainstorm, METAtropolis was published.

It wasn’t just the way METAtropolis was conceived and created that was unusual. Commissioned by Audible and appearing first as an audiobook original, it turned the traditional publishing cycle on its head.

Happily, the success of the original led to a sequel, METAtropolis: Cascadia (2010), and then another, METAtropolis: Green Space (2013). Along the way, the series earned the first-ever Hugo nomination for an audiobook and won the Audie Award, the highest honor in the audiobook industry. And several stories were deservedly chosen for “Best Of” and other major anthologies.

All the accolades are fantastic, of course. But, for me, the true joy of the METAtropolis franchise has been the experience of working with the best and smartest writers in the business. Even as the cast of contributors morphed from one installment to the next, and the timeline of the shared world moved forward, the overarching themes and the underlying premises remained remarkably consistent. And it was fascinating to see how the future the team created moved from one of growing despair to guarded optimism. Maybe when you live in a world for the better part of six years, it’s only natural to hope.

All of which brings me to the stories you’re about to read. 

Over the three editions of METAtropolis, Jay Lake—later joined by Ken Scholes—created a story-within-the-story. It begins when a mysterious stranger called Tygre Tygre walks into the off-the-grid settlement known as Cascadiopolis—and ends many decades later when a very old man named Bashar races to save his wife, his daughter and, not incidentally, all of Seattle. I’m confident you’ll discover why Ken Scholes takes a back seat to no one as a storyteller and a world-builder—and that Jay Lake is one of the deepest thinkers in speculative fiction, predictable only in his unpredictability. For me, being able to witness their creative processes and to experience their craft first-hand has been a pleasure of the first order. (And I would be remiss if I didn’t thank Jay for taking on the additional role of Project Editor for Cascadia—and Ken for serving with him as Co-Editor for Green Space.)

So … prepare to be blown away. And once you are, I hope that you go on to savor every novel, every story, every word committed to paper (and audio!) by these two wonderful artists.

Steve Feldberg
Audible.com
March 2014


In the Forests of the Night

Introit

It would be nice to say that Tygre arrived in Cascadiopolis on the wings of a storm, riding the boiling front of electric darkness and lashing rain like a tall, handsome man out in some John Ford western. Or that he came through shadow and fire by a secret tunnel through the honeycombed basalt bones of these green-covered mountains, a hero out of templed legend following the journey of the gods. It would be nice, but inaccurate. Tygre arrived the way almost everyone comes to Cascadiopolis: either by accident, by judicial design or by following the damp silences between the trees higher and higher until there was nowhere left to go.

In Tygre’s case, all three.

His name was Tygre Tygre. Spelled the way Blake originally did, T, Y, G, R, E. Or, if you prefer to file it by last name as so many sentencing authorities and similar busybodies do: Tygre comma Tygre. Not that he had a file, which made him unusual for someone who wasn’t otherwise born and raised completely off the grid. But then Tygre was unusual from before we ever saw to him long after we laid him down in the forest loam beneath a simple stone marked only with a stylized flame.

Death improves everyone’s reputation. For some, it also multiplies their power.

•  •  •

Bashar grunts. A familiar, weary look nestles in his narrowed eyes, visible to the pickets even in the deep, green-black shadows of a Cascades evening. The men and women who stand at Cascadiopolis’ first line of defense know better than to give him cause for challenge. Not when he is in this mood.

Even the new fish like Kamila understand this with the same brute instinct that keeps young cats alive in the face of a battle-scarred neighborhood tom. Still, she is not so smart as she should be. Spiked into camo netting forty feet up a Douglas fir, she tries to sneak a hand-rolled smoke.

Cigarettes are so twentieth century, the pocket-sized equivalent of an SUV these days, but there’s been a fad for them in the cities up and down the I-5 corridor. Every generation ignores the lessons of the one before. It’s not tobacco—long haul transport is too difficult and expensive for something that doesn’t pay good Euros by the gram—but a mix of locally grown herbs and good old-fashioned ganja. Rolling papers can be sourced regionally from the old Crown Z mill up on the Washington side of the Columbia.

Everyone knows this. The old hands, meaning anyone who has been on the picket line for more than a week, also know that Bashar hates cigarettes with the same passion that he hates concrete, white people and internal combustion.

Kamila does not know this, so she clicks her sparker and takes a drag inside a cupped hand. Bashar has the hearing of a bat, they whisper to one another when the commander is on the far side of a basalt-ribbed ridgeline. He stops, pressure-rifle suddenly cocked, and without turning his head says, “Miller.”

She accidentally swallows the butt, then chokes hard on the mix of hot tip, raw smoke and an inch of lumpy paper going down her throat. “Sir,” she squeaks.

“Drop it.”

The new recruit almost says, “Drop what?”—a relic of oppositionally defiant teen-hood so recently left behind, but the absolute silence from her fellow pickets warns her. Cautiously she casts her sparker down. It hits the mossy ground with a muffled thud to be swallowed by the shadows at the base of her tree.

“The fag, Miller.” Now Bashar sounds bored. That is when he is at his most dangerous. “Drop the fag.”

“I don’t have it,” she whispers, then belches smoke and paper shards amid a searing pain in her larynx.

Still not looking over his shoulder, Bashar snaps off a three-needle burst from his weapon, which takes Kamila in the meat of her thigh. She squeaks with the agony of the non-lethal hit as the tangy reek of blood blooms among the trees.

Whatever he was going to do to her next was lost amid a startled challenge from Ward, a hundred yards downslope hunkered down behind a lichen-raddled boulder.

Her voice crackles over the dissociated network of turked comm buds, shouting, “H-halt!” A fraction of a second later the words echo through the cooling air.

Bashar moves like a mountain lion on a wounded sheep; fast, hard and silent as he makes the long descent in a dozen bounds. Ward knows better than to apologize—she is no new fish—but she has the stranger in her sights.

He is Tygre, of course, though none of us have heard of him yet, and he has walked right past the outer line of Bashar’s pickets as if they were a row of dead streetlights on some Portland boulevard. The picket commander meets the invader face to face in a rare pool of moonlight this deep beneath the spreading arms of the mountain forest.

For a moment, even this toughest of the renegade city’s partisans is lost in the mystery of the man who would be their king.

•  •  •

We quote from the introduction to a master’s thesis written during the last year that the Sorbonne was still a degree-granting institution:

The early decades of the twenty-first century brought the collapse of the American project. A noble experiment in democracy and economics had transitioned through imperialism, then dove straight into the same hollow irrelevancy which had seized the eighteenth century Spanish crown—a zombie empire shambling onward through the sheer weight of its extents, but devoid of initiative or credibility. Where Spain had been dogged by England in those post-Armada years, America after Reagan was hunted by a pack of baying hounds: transnational terrorists, post-NATO powers and resource-funded microstates with long-armed grudges. All this while rotting from the inside as the true failures of internal combustion-centered urbanism were finally exposed like worms in the heart of a prize bitch.

Hope was not dead, but it lived in strange, isolated colonies on the warm corpse of the United States. Astronomers listened to good news from outer space in their enclaves in Arizona, Wyoming and west Texas. Green entrepreneurs only a generation removed from South Asia and Eastern Europe clustered amid the Monterey pines of Big Sur, in the cornfields of Iowa, within sealed, half-buried arcologies along Pamlico Sound. The stochastic city blossoming hidden amid the near-ruins of Detroit, silent and extra-official as it was, prospered as no city had since the 1947 founding of Levittown unknowingly sentenced urban cores to slow death.

Cascadiopolis was an equally stealthy western answer to Detroit’s secretive rebirth. Built on Federal land, its inception funded by a handful of private philanthropists, its initial design ruthlessly controlled by a Colorado environment activist who fancied himself a latter-day Pablo Lugari blessed with a much larger canvas, the city-that-was-not-a-city hidden high in the Cascades grew not despite itself but through the sort of deliberate intent not seen in North America since Pierre L’Enfant laid out the streets of the District of Columbia. Where Washington’s diagonal avenues had been arranged to provide maximum opportunity for enfilading cannon fire to repel British invaders, Cascadiopolis defends itself in far more subtle, and effective, ways.

Tygre Tygre aimed to approach that city much as the British had approached James Madison’s Washington. Like his historical predecessors, he would set flame to the seat of power. Like them, he would ultimately fail, while the dream that was the heart city would endure. 

•  •  •

Tygre is a tall man, like all natural leaders. We are not so far from the fruit trees of Central Africa, and the same height that confers the advantages of long-armed reach and the first glimpses of danger also helps dominate committee meetings and win bar fights. Our genes know this, far deeper even than our socialization, which only reinforces the message.

The newcomer is ambiguously colored in the pooling moonlight of the Cascades night. Bashar cannot decide for a moment exactly which species of hatred he will deploy on this intruder so arrogant as to walk straight through his brutally trained pickets. The newcomer doesn’t seem to be a white man, but neither is he safely, anonymously dark-skinned. Something weird, like Anadaman Islander, or someone from the genetic melting pots of late, unlamented West Coast liberalism.

Distrust is universal, Bashar reminds himself as he slips the muzzle of his weapon up into the soft skin at the bottom of the taller man’s chin. “Welcome to the end of the line,” he whispers.

Tygre is unperturbed, calm as a man being handed a check by a bank president. When he speaks, his voice has a timbre that could call armies to the march, bring men and woman alike to their knees, or fill an offering plate. “I rather prefer to believe this is a beginning.”

Bashar nearly shoots the man right there and then, but something stays his hand. He would be within the rules of engagement—nobody legally enters Cascadiopolis by night, not ever. “You never heard of the Granite Gate?”

That is the outpost much further down in the watershed, where the abandoned railroad spur runs out of trestle, where people with visas or deportation orders or any of a hundred essential materials cited on the ever-circulating lists can appear and apply for entry.

Even here in the heart of fog-bound anarchy, there are processes, rules, requirements to be followed. Freedom must be protected by a wall of suspicion. Only rats slip through under dark of night. They are trapped, beaten, skinned, and then hung out to rot on iron poles at the farthest boundaries of the city’s territory like shrike-impaled prey.

These measures are largely effective, making the work of Bashar’s pickets much easier.

But not tonight.

“It was not convenient for me,” says Tygre.

“Convenient,” says Bashar as if he has never encountered the word before. Despite himself, he is fascinated. No one has been so utterly unafraid of him since he hit puberty. Thirty years and a near-collapse of civilization later, Bashar’s very name is a byword for brutally effective security from Eureka to Prince Rupert.

“No.” Tygre smiles. In that moment the true force of him is revealed like diamonds being spilled from a velvet bag. Calling it charm would be like calling a North Pacific typhoon a breeze. A tall, handsome man with a voice like bottled thunder can take on armies. A tall, handsome man with a voice of bottled thunder and that smile can take over nations.

Even Bashar is set back. “We have rules,” he says weakly, a last gasp of bluff in the face of defeat. A million years of evolution have conflated with the raw tsunami of one man’s power to overcome even his profound distrust. His pressure rifle drops away from Tygre’s chin. “What’s your name?” Bashar barely swallows the “sir” hanging at the end of that sentence.

“Tygre.”

The word rolls through all the pickets on the turked comm circuit, echoes in the ears of those within shouting distance even though the man is whispering, launches into the air like the compressed chirp of an uplink releasing orbital kinetics on some unsuspecting ground site.

Some last vestige of procedure rescues Bashar from terminal embarrassment. “You have a visa, Tygre?”

“Do I need one?” His voice holds the infinite patience of a kindly god.

“Asylum,” mutters someone sotto voce in the dark.

Bashar doesn’t even seem to notice for a long, hanging moment. Then he echoes the word as if the thought were his own. “Asylum. You can claim it.”

“I claim asylum.” The gentle humor in Tygre’s voice would make a stone smile.

•  •  •

Part of a memorandum from the Security Subcommittee to the Citizen’s Executive, originally drafted shortly after Tygre arrived in Cascadiopolis:

A cursory analysis of the action reports from the first penetration will show that virtually every picket on the south slopes claimed to have seen Tygre personally on his entrance to our territory. This is clearly impossible, as the deployment patterns were not significantly disrupted that night, as evidenced by comm time-position tags.

As might be expected, the descriptions provided in those action reports vary widely. At least three pickets, specifically alpha-seven, alpha-ten and gamma-three, claim that Tygre’s skin showed stripes in the moonlight. Given that first contact was made by alpha-five, and Bashar’s intervention occurred in within alpha-five’s free fire zone, it is impossible for any gamma picket to have witnessed the encounter, and strongly doubtful that alpha-ten saw more than silhouettes.

Yet the action reports possess the intense conviction of passionate eyewitness testimony. Clearly the pickets all believe they saw Tygre.

Citizen Cole has advanced a theory of mass hallucination brought on by biological, chemical or pharmacological agents. However, she offers no possible dispersal mechanism. Citizen Lain has suggested multiple persons in stealth suits or other low-visibility gear, combined with “the power of suggestion.”

It is the opinion of this office that while judgment should be withheld in the details of this matter, there was no significant breach of security other than what was documented by Bashar in his own report. While we are hesitant to simply dismiss the testimony of so many pickets as fantasy, there is no more reliable explanation available. In the meantime, Tygre will continue to be monitored closely, just as he has been since entering the city.

•  •  •

Cascadiopolis welcomes Tygre with dank, mossy arms indistinguishable from any bouldered stand of trees by night. He enters the city silent as mist off the river. Bashar walks before him, point man on a patrol the security chief had never thought to walk.

Prisoners not summarily executed are bound over to the Evaluation Subcommittee. That body is made up of specialists much like Bashar himself, though their focus is on information extraction rather than perimeter security. It is a self-conscious paradox of distributed self-governing communities that such experts emerge in the face of demand—hydrologists, medics and economic theorists, for example.

Tygre walks behind the back of a man who has not yet understood where the bounds of loyalty lie. The city is among the trees, of the trees, in a way that even the great-souled visitor has not yet understood.

This is the city that is not a city, close kin to the urban pioneers of Detroit but springing from a different resource base. Where the stochastic farms were atop abandoned shopping malls and office blocks, their living spaces distributed and ephemeral within the centuries of civic infrastructure towering above the raddled Michigan earth, Cascadiopolis is built from the basalt bones of the Oregon Cascades.

Seventeen million years ago in response to a crust-busting cometary impact the region drowned in a mantle plume of molten rock that eventually grew to be a mile deep. Basalt fractures as it cools, forming hexagon pillars of seemingly unnatural regularity. The later return of the stratovolcanoes lifted the recognizable peaks of the modern Cascades—Hood, Adams, St. Helens—pulling the mid-section of the Columbia River basalt flow upward with the rising line of mountains. The hidden pillars of the earth cracked as they emerged. The emerging shoulders of the young mountains birthed hidden lava tubes.

In time, all was covered with the rumpled green blanket of lichen, moss, ferns, rhododendrons, and eventually the towering Douglas firs, Western hemlock and lodgepole pines. The old growth forest tops three hundred feet in height, trees of a size unimaginable to city-raised eyes from deep in the east.

Bury your city that is not a city in long lava tubes the size of subway tunnels, build it among the natural pillars framing the cliff faces and ravines, stake it to the flanks of forest giants twenty feet in diameter, spread your trails under vast networks of rhododendrons, draw your water from glacier melt streams and seep springs.

Do all that, build no fires, and you will be invisible to satellite and aerial surveillance. Even thermal imaging gets lost in the deep shadows of those spreading canopies.

Populate your city with biotech engineers, refugee coders, third-generation hippie grass farmers, anyone with skill and will. Place them amid your shadowed outdoor halls with luciferase coldlights engineered from the firefly genome and you have an intelligent, pale constellation beneath the cold roof of night.

Tygre enters this mystical night of chilly shadows and watchful eyes. Bashar stalks before him, a squat and vengeful god already rethinking the virtues of human sacrifice. Tygre knows but does not care—his supreme indifference to the jealousies and violences of the world is among the chiefest of his charms.

The people of Cascadiopolis emerge from their camo netting. Children crawl from beneath thermal blankets tucked inside dripping bushes. A manufacturing team puts down their water-powered lathes and spring-loaded microchip pullers to stare. Fungus farmers abseil down out of the high branches, leaving their reeking troughs unattended. Currency reverse-arbitragers abandon their palm-sized terminals to leave half a million New Yuan stranded in a Flemish forex repository. Shovels in hand, the Labor Subcommittee emerges from the trench of a brownwater pipe project to stare.

Tygre has come to Cascadiopolis, and the city has risen to meet him.

He follows Bashar into the lava tube known as Symmetry. Along with the tubes named Objectivity and Innovation, Symmetry serves as secure storage for anything requiring metal concentrations or chemical shielding, as well as the chambers for the governance necessary to any functioning anarchy. Symmetry is where the Security Subcommittee maintains its weapons caches and its interrogation rooms—those elements of their work not subject to the decentralization ethos by which Cascadiopolis governs itself.

Government is very much on Tygre’s mind, of course, because he has a purpose in all things he does—most of all in stealing a march behind the wall of the most reclusive city in America. Being his own Trojan horse, in effect.

He steps carefully along the resin-soaked fir logs leading down into the mossy darkness of Symmetry. There he will face the first passage of this, his final and greatest performance. The great man whistles as he passes within, a song out of religious history, which gives pause to the watching multitudes behind him, their eyes shining with the pallid echoes of destiny walking.

•  •  •

Gradual

Happiness Cardoza stalks the Granite Gate. She has spent most of a week in a tiny high-altitude survival shelter buried in leaves and mud almost a half a mile east of the site. Greenie patrols have passed with a dozen feet of her at least twice since then, but she continues invisible.

Though she can be dangerous in the way of hard, competent women and men of her generation, her only weapon on this hunt is a fluid-lens scope. It is a South African import, turked from the far side of the world to bring her a small miracle of static electricity and focused monopole magnetics. Not being a fool, she has much more lethal hardware cached nearby. Just in case.

She doesn’t pretend to understand the physics of the scope, but she certainly understands the operation. Cardoza can count the pimples on the chin of the young greenie currently front-lining Cascadiopolis’ doorway. She can even dial in a fish-eye view of each individual ruddy excrescence.

Quit scratching yourself, Otis, she thinks toward the kid. You’ll have a happier life later on.

No bullet for the guard this mission. His lucky day. Instead she is watching process, to see how often the greenies vary their routines. Cardoza is looking for patterns amid the variations. She knows those patterns are there—no human being is capable of truly random behavior.

Not even the legendary Bashar.

There are only so many viable patrol routes, for example. They have to follow different paths to avoid leaving a trackway in the forest. At the same time, the terrain itself dictates where those patrols must travel, to be effective.

Likewise the guards at the Granite Gate. This one, whom she has nicknamed Otis, has been on several different shifts. He and his peers switch shifts around for a few days, then rotate back to whatever other labor the collectivist hell of Cascadiopolis has assigned to them.

Their only regular behavior is the manner in which would-be immigrants and traders are processed. A necessity, of course, for such dealings as the greenies have with the wider world. That consistency is the defenders’ weakest point, but it isn’t Cardoza’s ideal approach. Bashar is the polar opposite of a fool, and expects just such a line of attack. Cardoza is certain that if she approached with papers or trade goods she’d be found out.

Perimeter probes had proven disastrous. If her employers were lucky, they might identify the body from the skinned corpses hanging in the forest glades. More often, the operatives just vanished—dead, or swallowed up by the greenies.

Cardoza’s plan is to watch at least a week. She has been creating a baseline of the behaviors at the Granite Gate, identifying all the interdiction activities in play along with whatever she can observe of their patterns and metapatterns of deployment. She also carefully watches who is admitted and who is turned away, in case some detail in that process suggests an approach despite her intuition. She is empowered to make a reconnaissance into Cascadiopolis, opportunity permitting, but no one expects her to do so, least of all Cardoza herself. She doesn’t do suicide missions. Not even against greenfreaks.

Eventually she’ll withdraw and make her way back down into the foothills to where her bike is hidden. No two wheelers on these rough slopes. Down below, a long night’s ride to Portland’s West Hills will bring her back to her employers.

Mostly she scans, makes notes, and thinks.

•  •  •

Oregon’s Willamette Valley had been spared much of the worst of what has overtaken the ruins of America. An area once blessed with an overabundance of rainfall retreated into mere shortages, as opposed to the wholesale drought that depopulated the Southwest from central Texas to southern California. Likewise the summer heat was merely unbearable, while the winter hurricanes, which first began in the century’s first decade, lashed the Northwest without drowning it Gulf of Mexico style.

Still, Portland these days was more like historic Cairo with its cycle of flood-and-drought depositing permanent layers of mud in the downtown streets and rendering the old industrial district of the near southeast virtually worthless.

Most of the money had long since retreated to Dubai, Johannesburg and other centers of twenty-first century wealth. What remained in Portland had climbed the West Hills, bought out the zoning rules and created a series of glittering arcologies for itself. These Escherian constructions were anchored against the already-bizarre fixture of the OHSU hospital complex atop Marquam Hill, folding reliable access to antibiotics, nuclear medicine and worthwhile trauma care into the blanket of such wealth and privilege as remained to dominate the Oregon landscape.

William Silas Crown sat in the sky-spanning penthouse of the Council Crest arcology and stared east toward where Mt. Hood would be if the air were clear enough to see it any more. Crown could recall easily enough his youth when the mountain was a snowbound chevron floating in the silver skies. He still knew where to find it, even if no one under thirty could point to the peak with any confidence.

“Streeter,” he said to the empty air. “Has there been any update on Project Verdancy?”

“No sir,” replied his executive assistant, stepping in from the office next door. She was a willowy woman of mixed Asian extraction, with that strange hyper efficiency that sufficient money could buy. Or at least put on the payroll.

“Meaning reports without status changes, or meaning no reports at all?”

Streeter didn’t even glance at her wrist. “Asset Chi has been bouncing a chirp off the Galileo-II Eurosats on schedule. Keepalive only, no updates. She is in place and observing as planned.

“Asset Tau penetrated the target last night. No status check since, which is within operational parameters.”

Crown tapped his teeth with his index finger. “And our sources inside?”

“Current status unknown, sir. There has been no evidence of recent compromise.”

“Of course there hasn’t.” Bashar was too good for that sort of thing. Crown would never know, until he realized he didn’t know anything at all.

Still, such a mare’s nest of rogue talent and soft-path tech simply couldn’t be ignored. He was long past believing in the sanctity of much of anything, but some things just shouldn’t be kept hidden.

Not that Cascadiopolis itself mattered a whit. The greenfreaks could go camping in the woods until the entire range burned out for all he cared. He didn’t have timber rights, possessed no interest in access control.

Crown was far more interested in the innovation arising from that misguided band of anarchists. Once the geek-American community had wrenched itself away from the forty-year sideshow that had been the software industry and gone back to good old-fashioned hardware—not to mention good new-fashioned biotech—the game had changed. Barely in time, either.

The case study was around gas-in-a-jar. Several California startups had engineered petroleum-producing microbes in the late 2000s. The oil shocks arising from the American failures in the Middle East produced the necessary economic boost to kick-start development, but lacking a terminator gene, the bugs had gone home in the pockets of too many lab assistants tired of six dollar per gallon gas.

Within another decade anyone with a high school science education and the talent to brew beer was in the oil production business. And nobody had made any damned money off the greatest revolution in energy production since Colonel Edwin Drake started digging holes in Pennsylvania farmland back before the Civil War.

If these idiots weren’t smart enough to capitalize on their own intellectual property, he would damned well do it for them. The world needed those quiet innovations. At least if anyone planned to keep the lights on much longer. Beachfront condos on the Beaufort Sea were fine for sun worshippers with enough money, like Crown himself.

There were a few billion people starving in place. The greenfreaks weren’t going to keep it all to themselves. Their intellectual property was too damned valuable to be pissed away on hippie dreams. Better someone who could do some good got hold of it.

Crown realized Streeter had been speaking.

“I’m sorry, Evelyn,” Crown admitted. “I lost track for a moment.”

“Carbon, sir.”

“Carbon?”

“They’ve been sourcing carbon nanotubes in laboratory quantities.”

“Not industrial quantities?” he asked.

“No, sir. Not unless they’re running a very small industry.”

He turned that over in his head. Why would the greenfreaks need nominal quantities of carbon nanotubes?

Because they’d found a way of making their own up there in the woods. Charcoal ovens or similar crap, tended by some hyperfocused hippie with a set of nanomanipulators.

“Reference testing, Streeter. They’ve figured out something important, I suspect.”

“May I congratulate you on the fortuitous timing of Project Verdancy.”

Crown laughed bitterly. “In the past five years we’ve traced eleven significant innovations in manufacturing, data management, distributed systems and closed-loop resource management back to Cascadiopolis. And that’s only what we can account for. All of them released open source, so widespread before they were detected that any IP action would be profoundly meaningless, even with an airtight license in place after the fact. Frankly, I would have been more surprised if we didn’t cross paths with some new initiative of theirs.”

Streeter met his look with a small, tight smile. “Very good, sir.” Something odd hung in her tone.

“Very good indeed.” He sighed and tapped his teeth again, wondering what was bothering her. Time to change the subject. “How are you doing on those power futures contracts?”

•  •  •

Cardoza sees her opening when Otis is relieved from his post just before moonset. One of Bashar’s lieutenants, whom she thinks of as Chophead, comes out of the shadows followed by a kid even younger and pimplier than Otis. Chophead yells at them for a couple of minutes, then slides back into the deep woods, leaving Otis to walk the new kid around.

The Granite Gate stands empty, an unguarded trilithon, which could lead to an earlier age of history. She is not so stupid as to rush it in a quiet moment. There are trip lines, monitors, quiet watchers sleeping lightly. No, the opportunity she sees is for social engineering.

This new kid doesn’t know his shoes from his shirt, that much is obvious. Something’s up inside the city, if they’re pulling back all the experienced hands. Cardoza thinks he’ll be on shoot-to-kill orders for anyone who crosses the perimeter—here, that being the path leading from the stub of the old logging railway trestle and down through the ravine to the Granite Gate atop the other side.

Even now Otis walks New Kid around stumbling in the dark, pointing out the perimeter markers, the colored stones that provide ranging points for covering fire, the visible paths and the hidden ones—things he needs to understand and will not remember. Cardoza knows perfectly well there’s no point in bracing Otis, but she’s pretty sure she can keep New Kid from toasting her the minute she comes down the public trail.

It takes time and effort to train someone to kill. New Kid doesn’t have the look. He’s a placeholder, filling in here until someone can push him through some live fire exercises and have him kill an aging yuppie or something, just for the practice.

Cardoza settles in and chews quietly on a cranberry bar—local produce from the bogs up by the mouth of the Columbia. As if she was a greenie. They aren’t completely crazy, after all. Just a bad case of misplaced priorities. She keeps an eye on the Granite Gate while Otis and New Kid wander, listening to the cadence of their voices as they whisper like bulls blundering through a wheat field.

Subtle, these young men were always so subtle. She smiles in the shadows and allows her ears to continue to reconnoiter.

Eventually their voices recede, echoing through the ravine, after which farewells are murmured. Cardoza never catches the rhythm of challenge-and-response. New Kid really is a bookmark then, and nothing more. What the hell is going on up there? In her days here she hasn’t yet seen anything remotely this lax. This was city-grade mickeymouse, like she’d expect to see on the Edgewater contract-security perimeter at Boeing-Mitsubishi or Microsoft.

She’s been given latitude in her mission parameters for a reason. She’s just found that reason if she wants to take it. Even so, a walkup was dangerous. Had to get within earshot to run a talking play. New Kid might get excited, might get lucky, squeeze off a headshot or something.

But Cardoza isn’t paid to be safe; she’s paid to be smart. This could be a real smart way of getting into Cascadiopolis, escorted every step of the way.

She raises herself back up and zooms in on New Kid with the scope. The starlight is almost pulsing this far from any power grid, but still faint as ever. Even so, the scope is smart enough to deal with that, at least as long as there’s some skyshine. New Kid looks nervous to the point of throwing up. He fingers his rifle the way a fourteen year old imagines a woman might want to be touched. Cardoza swallows a silent laugh.

His pimples really are worse than poor Otis. Kid, she thinks. After tonight, you’ll never pull guard duty again.

I promise.

•  •  •

Taken from an anonymous retrospective on early-to-mid 21st century business practices, published under a Creative Commons license:

Though corporations as such are by historical nature tied to the sovereign authorities that issued their charters, by the time of the late nineteenth century the multinational or transnational model held sway. While wealthy individuals could and did function in the role of corporations under specific circumstances, the combination of distributed risk and accumulated capital was too seductive to resist over time. Even those parts of the world where socio-economic structures varied significantly from the Western European model were not able to combat the allure of corporatism. Imperial China, Communist China and the Sunni Islamic societies all surrendered. Even al-Qaeda, that great anti-Western bugaboo of the decades bracketing the turn of the century, owed far more organizationally to transnational corporations than to any historical Islamic tradition.

Then the Westphalian model of sovereignty, which had prevailed for over three and half centuries, abruptly collapsed. Though sovereign states by no means ceased to exist, their absolute control over many aspects of the global economic, diplomatic and military systems was fractured beyond repair. Corporations were already tenuously tied to their charters and nominal countries of origin through the continual liberalization, which had begun when the United States Supreme Court first opened to the door to corporate personhood in the Dartmouth decision of 1819. Now they became de jure sovereign to match their long time de facto sovereignty; not by positive legal assent, but by sheer default on the part of the chartering bodies.

Given the chaos of the times around rising sea levels, worldwide crop failures and energy wars in the Middle East and Africa, few people outside economics faculties even took notice of these changes.

It was the ultimate triumph of libertarian free marketism and Straussian neo-conservatism. The disasters foretold by twentieth century economic liberals came to pass, but again, were no more than a candle in the catastrophic winds blowing across the people and lands of the Earth.

What no one predicted was that the corporate actors would soon become foundational to the maintenance of continued peace and public order. The first, immutable law of capital is that it will be preserved.

•  •  •

Alleluia

Tygre might not have arrived on the wings of the storm, but he certainly brought chaos with him. The dungeons of Symmetry are not deep, or extensive, but they are as fearful as the workrooms of the Inquisition. That lava tube was the source of all discipline in the undisciplined community of Cascadiopolis.

Not that the freemen of the city need fear it. Only outsiders go below, more often than not without returning to anyone’s sight.

Except for the birthright Cascadians—children brought to term under the spreading branches of the Douglas firs—everyone here began as an outsider. Everyone here had been interviewed at the Granite Gate, by one or another committees, around the common tables and in whispered intimacy beneath the ever-dripping rhododendrons.

A few of us have even descended down the moss-damp steps into Symmetry. We especially know what Tygre faced there. Not racks, or arcs of voltage and pain, but the deadly combination of pseudo-cognitive databases and conscious sedation.

We gather together, as we so rarely do, to see if this new man will emerge. We sense a world aborning in the mucky loam beneath our feet.

Still, we do not know what passes within.

•  •  •

Tygre ignores the dermal patches. For all they seem to be affecting him, they might as well be dewfall. His smile echoes in its affable silence, an expression strange on his mighty and passionate face. The leather straps holding him to the chair seem almost insubstantial, somehow.

Bashar has already begun to understand this man’s secret. His knowledge is nonverbal, or perhaps preverbal, buried deep in the hindbrain where the triggers of reflex flow. The same instincts that make Bashar a deadly marksman have already surrendered to Tygre. It will be some time before the security chief can unwind his reactions sufficiently to contemplate betrayal.

For now he simply mirrors Tygre’s smile and watches two women from the Security Subcommittee attempt to work the man over. In a way, the sight is funny.

Anna Chao is stumpy and angry, with dynamic ink tattoos crawling up and down her arms in a fair representation of the Divine Wind overwhelming the Mongol fleet. Sometimes Bashar thinks he can see aircraft carriers sinking in the storms, their stars-and-stripes flags burning to ash. Anna’s primary work detail is supervising the stonemasons who quarry basalt from the ravines and crevices of the mountain beneath their feet, careful to take their slabs and pillars in such a way as to leave a natural seeming void behind. This has given her the muscles of a stunted giant, but strangely, no patience at all.

Her interrogation partner in this game of bad cop-bad cop is a little person of African-American descent. Gloria Berry just manages to top three feet in height, and she is built like a bowling pin. Gloria is also the single meanest person Bashar has ever known in a long life filled with evil-minded sadists and good old-fashioned neck breakers. She is also rumored to have more lovers than any other woman or man in Cascadiopolis.

The two of them stacked together would barely be tall enough to stand duty at the Granite Gate, but they’d broken many a testosterone-laced hulk in their time.

Tygre just smiles.

“I don’t freaking care how you got in here,” Gloria says with an incongruent echo of menace in her piping voice. “I don’t freaking care who you know, who you’ve done, or who you’ve bought off to get here.” Her fingers fly through a haptic interface of microwatt lasers and passive motion sensors, teasing data out of piezoelectric Malaysian quantum matrices embedded in stone blocks. The tease is not going well. “What I do freaking care about, my sweet, sweet man …” —Bashar’s spine shuddered at that— “… is how you’ve come not to exist anywhere in western North America.”

Anna checks Tygre’s patches with a worried frown. For all that she swings a hammer on the day shift, her delicacy is a butterfly’s. “He’s taking it up, Glo. It’s just not, well, doing anything.”

Tygre’s smile widens. He clearly has all night to spend here in the delightful company of these women. Bashar’s hindbrain stirs, prompting him to speak out of turn. “I don’t believe you’ll get anywhere with this one, ladies.”

The look Gloria shoots him would have maimed a lesser man. “We don’t tell you your business, soldier-boy, don’t you be telling us ours.”

Anna reaches into a toolbox, which was once bright red but is now covered with layers of stickers in an archaeology of protest and outsider music trends. She brings out an ancient pair of pliers, the handles wrapped in grimy medical gauze. The tool seems to smell like an old wound, even to Bashar lounging fifteen feet away. Tygre looks with polite interest, then speaks in that divine voice. “You need help fixing something, ma’am?”

“Only you,” says Anna.

“Am I in need of some adjustment? If you wish to know something, you have only to ask.”

Here Bashar has to laugh, though he keeps the noise behind his lips. The gruesome twosome have been working Tygre over for an hour, datamining, reading his eye reflexes and the set of his jaw, but they haven’t actually tried direct questioning.

Which admittedly rarely works on people making an involuntary visit to Symmetry, but still represents a deeply amusing problem.

Gloria glares at Bashar again, then with both hands elbow-deep in her data, turns the hard-eyed look on Tygre. “Name?”

“Tygre.”

“That all of it?”

“Tygre Tygre, actually.” There is benevolent warmth in his tone. “Spelled the old way.”

“Right,” says Anna in a withering tone. In a city which is home to people with names like Starbanner, Undine and Taupe Pantyhose, Bashar finds this hardly fair.

Gloria eyes her display suspiciously. “Where you born?”

“Nowhere.”

Anna clacks the pliers, miming the breaking of a knuckle, but Gloria waves her to silence.

“How’d you get here?”

“Walked.”

“From where?”

“Further downhill.”

Admirably truthful answers, Bashar realizes, and profoundly useless. Still, there is something on Gloria’s face.

“Anna, come here,” she says quietly.

Tygre maintains his mask of amity while the other interrogator slips around to the far side of this segment of the lava tube. They don’t bother to speak aloud, or tell Bashar anything at all, but both heads are quickly focused on the glowing, buzzing universe of information projected above the pile of broken stones.

“You ever own an automobile, Tygre?” Gloria asks after a few minutes.

“Never.”

“Scooter? Registered bike?”

“Never.”

“No bank accounts,” says Anna.

“That’s hardly incriminating,” Bashar offers in spite of himself. “Half the people here have never even touched folding money, let alone held an account.”

“He is not half the people here,” Gloria mutters.

Anna steps over to Tygre with her pair of pliers. “Tell me, man. What happens if I use these?”

Tygre’s smile widens. “You probably would prefer not to find out.”

“Wrong answer, man.” Her eyes cut to her own enormously muscled bicep.

He follows the line of her gaze with a lift of his hand. For a moment they touch, finger to arm, and Bashar realizes how enormous Tygre truly is. Anna is not tall, but her mason’s arms are thicker than Bashar’s thighs. Tygre’s fingers look overlarge even laid upon her tattoo.

The tattoo storm calms beneath his touch, a sunbeam breaking through the clouds—something Bashar has never before seen.

“Right answer, woman.” He stands, shrugging off the restraining straps as if they’d never been buckled. “I believe this interview is over.”

“It’s done when I say it’s done,” Gloria answers hotly.

Anna is fascinated by her own tattoo and does not reply.

“Have you found any data trail on me whatsoever?”

“No …” she admits. Her voice is grudging.

“Then under which security rule are you holding me?”

With Bashar in the interrogation room, Gloria could hardly declare a security emergency. And Bashar himself would be the arbiter of any imminent threats. In this moment her role is confined to the vetting. With or without prejudice, but the moment for Medievalism has already passed.

Tygre turns to Bashar. “I would meet your people.” He then gravely nods at first Gloria, then Anna. “Will you ladies accompany me?”

“I’ll skinny dip in hell first,” Gloria snarls.

Anna smiles and takes the big man’s hand. Just by size alone, she could have been his child, giant daughter to a giant father.

They head back out the deeply shadowed hallways of Symmetry, past salvaged cubicle partitions and homemade concrete dividers. Bashar trails behind them. From the deepest part of the lava tube Gloria’s steady, monotonous cursing washes over them like waves upon a distant shore.

•  •  •

An excerpt from the Bacigalupi Lectures:

The concept of “soft path technologies” is at least as old as Aldo Leopold. Twentieth century culture had barely noticed the idea, discarding it unused like so many other potential salvations. Much like water, capital seeks the easiest channel. Infrastructure re-investment requires enormous commitment to long-term planning, or the resources of a stable government.

Wall Street would never spend the money in any given financial quarter, and it never looked into the future past the next quarter.

Cascadiopolis took its inspirations from the same wellsprings as the urban pioneers in Detroit, along with their daughter-colonies in Buffalo, Windsor and elsewhere: the hippies of the 1960s and 1970s, the Green movement of the 1990s and 2000s, the apocalyptic undergrounds of the decades of the twenty-first century. While the individual thinkers and tinkerers who provided the underlying soft paths were scattered throughout history, only in the opening decades of the new millennium was there sufficient social will to implement these on a scale larger than family farming or microcommunities of shared intent.

For the first time since the invention of coinage, social capital was able to trump financial capital. Social capital itself is perhaps the greatest of those soft path technologies.

The root causes of such change are as fantastically varied as the root causes of any cultural movement, but the proximate causes are stunningly clear. The failure of governmental institutions outside of the defense sector was a deliberate strategy of late twentieth century Republican leadership. By the early twenty-first century conservatives had succeeded beyond their wildest imaginings, only to meet with disaster. Instead of a libertarian paradise of unrestrained capital lifting a rising tide of employers, workers and households, an economic apocalypse emerged which made the Great Depression look like a post-Christmas sales slump.

At the same time, two hundred years of aggressive industrialism combined with a deliberately self-censored policy of abusive neglect of climate change trends came home to roost in an overwhelming way. The loss of New Orleans was not a fluke; it was a harbinger. Mobile, then Charleston, then Miami followed within the next decades, years. The upper speed of hurricane winds increased by forty percent during that period, forcing a revision to the Beaufort scale. Sea levels rose as currents shifted to bring polar meltwater south.

The financial disasters on Wall Street and Main Street were echoed for anyone who lived too close to water.

Suddenly solar-powered hot water heaters and window box greenhouses didn’t seem so silly, even to dyed-in-the-wool conservatives convinced that the six-meter waves pounding the Gulf Coast were somehow a political conspiracy concocted by the left.

Even then, as always, most people were incrementalists. The balance of power shifted in that the activist minority grew from a noisy fringe to a major movement within American society. In this, they were welcomed by their Green brethren in Europe and the Third World.

And so Cascadiopolis was built, one soft path at a time.

•  •  •

We don’t know what to make of him, we who stand like owls ranked in the darkness. Mother moon has set early, so the shadows under the trees are nearly as dark as the shadows beneath the stones. Still, we wait out the time of blood and screams and query hacks, watching the tunnel’s entrance as if our own deaths lurk within.

When Tygre emerges, he stands tall with fists cocked upon his hip and sweeps his gaze across us. More than half of the city’s shifts are present by then, over two thousand souls crowded shoulder to shoulder on branches and along paths. We breathe as one beast, mutter as one many-headed animal; shift our collective weight and stare.

The man himself is almost luminous. His skin shines out of the shadows, and his eyes flash as if target-painted by distant lasers. He looks back and forth, taking us in, then tilts his head, takes a great breath and speaks but one word.

“Hope,” Tygre says in a voice that ripples through us all.

At that we dissolve into twice thousand tired, grumpy people looking for sleep, sex, food, explanations. Whatever has bound us together dissolves like cardboard in the rain and we dribble away from the majesty of his presence like cats pretending they’d never seen a dog in the street outside that screen door.

He just stands and smiles until we are almost all gone save a few stragglers. Flanked by Bashar and Anna Chao, the large man looks over the city as if it were his own.

Eventually he speaks again. “They’re coming for you, you know.”

“They been coming for us all our lives,” Anna answers him. Her tone is offhand, but her words are the story of protest in a new American century.

He glances sideways at her, a strangely ordinary movement. “This is different. Not authority. Capital.”

“What does capital care for us?” Bashar asks.

“Don’t be naive,” Anna snaps at him. It is clear she already sees the lines radiating outward from Tygre’s statement. Authority has its own constraints—statutes of limitation, boundaries of time and districting and election cycles. Capital knows no limits, is the beast that shouted “profit” at the heart of the world.

Bashar is not naive. He knows his own world. It is filled with firing solutions and perimeters and ways to stop, break and kill his fellow human beings. Capital is a distant evil he has always resented from the wrong side of a badge, but finance was never a mystery fit to catch his interest.

“And you’ve come to save us?” she asks, her voice turning oddly sweet as she addresses Tygre.

“I have come to save no one.” His words are oddly prophetic, given what was to unfold. “But one can prepare better against an enemy one can see at the gate.”

“Capital doesn’t sneak through the dark and cut tripwires,” says Bashar.

“Oh, really?” Tygre lets the words hang in the dark.

After a long, tense moment, they move toward one of the canteens. It is late, even by the standards of the largely nocturnal world of Cascadiopolis. Food here, like most other things, is communal—made and served in groups, by groups, for groups.

There is a test in the minutes that follow, the kind of test that gets people not killed but gently expelled. Tygre walks into the camo-netted kitchen with the hot ceramic cooking tubs and steam tables. There he takes up a fine German knife and dices down a peck of fiddleheads waiting to go into the stew, moving as smoothly and casually as if he’d been working the kitchen here for years.

Only Bashar realizes how frighteningly quick and precise Tygre’s bladework is. Anna seems entranced by the big man’s economy of motion, the grace that he applies even to the most menial tasks.

When he begins to dip into the spices, even the other cooks step back slightly. A delta tang soon wafts from the stuttering pots as the fiddleheads stir amid salmon fillets, jerked magpie and tiny, stunted carrots grown haphazard in the high meadows amid their cousins the Queen Anne’s lace.

He finally looks around. “Tomatoes?” Tygre asks hopefully.

No, there are no tomatoes, but there are peppers. Someone fetches a basket of withered green onions that bring more flavor than substance. Word passes, more vegetables and herbs arrive, strings of last year’s braided garlic, dried Hood River apples coated in nutmeg and turmeric.

It would be a dog’s breakfast of a stew in lesser hands, but Tygre divides his pots, explores different flavors, shifts from Cajun spice to Bollywood to lazy Mediterranean with the most unlikely combinations of substitutions. He is dancing with the flavors now more than before. We come and gather round, the army of owls reconvened by the scent-lure.

The evening, which began with an expectation of blood, ends in a sunrise feast. Our bellies are sated and our souls are piqued by this man who has made for us a sacrament of our own wine and bread.

The only flaws are Gloria’s distant grumbling, and later, distant shouting of some new crisis as dawn’s pink light peeks across the slopes of the mountain looming close to the east.

•  •  •

If you build your city well enough, it will be portable. Not in the sense of snowbirds towing their homes behind straining fifth wheel rigs that burn the last of the freely accessible oil before being parked to rust. Rather in the sense that a few score backpackers with good data storage and the right training can make their way to Vancouver Island, or the forests around Crater Lake, or even more distant locations, and create anew what has been built before.

It is never the same. This is no greenfreak McTropolis to be stamped cookie cutter from loam and rock and sculpted wind towers. Rather, each locale has a different watershed, biological resources, landforms and contours. But the principles propagate—self-government, specialization at need, information density and power parsimony. The engineering holds true at high level, even as configuration requirements change and available feedstocks shift with rainfall flight and spikes in net available sunlight.

Like their similars in urban Detroit, the citizens of Cascadiopolis have made of themselves a virus, a transmission vectoring in the heads and hands of everyone who has passed through their loamy avenues. Their city—your city—walks on scores of feet in every direction to bloom wherever fallow soil is rich enough and the land runs wide enough. A virus, an invasive species, a wave of change designed to outlast the marbled halls of capital which already burn in Seattle, Chicago and the paved-over Northeast.

•  •  •

Tract

Cardoza walks straight toward New Kid with her rifle on her shoulder. The rest of her freshly retrieved weapons she keeps hidden. She wills him to see her as he expects: a tired soldier coming home. He wouldn’t know a frontal assault if she dropped a flash-bang down his shirt, but New Kid ought to recognize an approaching friend.

Even if she isn’t.

The fundamental disorderliness of the greenfreaks work to her advantage here. They’d never acknowledged the value of uniforms, barely possessing basic security discipline. Cardoza figures she could talk her way into even a more experienced guard, with luck and no reinforcing authority close to hand.

So long as this young fool doesn’t shoot her in the dark, she’ll be headed up the hill soon enough. Still, the cranberry taste from her dinner bar is turning sour in her mouth.

Nerves kill more operatives than the enemy. A maxim she’s always lived by, regardless of its statistical truth.

“H-hey,” New Kid says, not quite shouting. He’s got an old Mac-10—What happened to the bolt-action rifle she had spotted earlier? —Too easy to make a mistake, shoot to kill in a moment of reflexive panic. The weapon has a short barrel and inherently lousy aim, but a dozen rounds on fast squirt could make anyone get lucky.

“Can it,” Cardoza says in a tired voice. “I been out on extended perimeter all god-damned night. And who the hell are you, anyway?”

Angry sergeant gets them every time. Even fish like New Kid, who’s never seen a sergeant before. Kind of like pissed off older brother, Cardoza guesses.

“S-sorry,” he stammers. The Mac-10 wavers, droops. Something clicks loudly.

She realizes the fool has pulled the trigger. Wisely, Otis has not left him with any rounds in the magazine.

“Do that again and I’ll feed you that god-damned weapon.” Cardoza mounts the last few steps to New Kid’s watch station. “You going to walk me in or what?”

This is the critical piece of social engineering. Getting him to let her in isn’t all that difficult. She’s already won that battle just by standing here and scaring him into lowering his weapon. But getting him to walk her up the hill into Cascadiopolis—that’s the important part here and now. Because without the escort, she’ll be tripping over every alarm and booby trap that Bashar’s fetid mind has dreamt up.

In without an escort is meaningless. In with an escort, well, she’ll figure out what to do next. Whatever’s going on up there, she needs to know. Her employers need to know.

“I’m not, not supposed to abandon my p-post …” His voice trails off, torn between a question and slow-building panic.

“Shithead,” she says with a heavy sigh. Don’t overdo it. “You’re not abandoning your post if I tell you to walk me in, are you?”

Somewhere he finds unexpected courage. “My n-name is Wallace.”

Great. Now if she had to kill him, he’d be halfway real to her. Handles like New Kid are so much easier when you need to gut someone like a perch. Real people are harder to handle.

“Of course it is, Wallace.” She smiles, confident that even if he didn’t see her teeth in the dark, her voice would bend with her lips. “So show me you know the way up the hill.”

“Ma’am, you already know it.”

She leans in close. Even at this range he was barely a darker lump in the starshine, without her scope to help. It might be time to kill him now. “Don’t make me write you up to Bashar, kid.”

A moment of indecision writhes between them like a wounded puppy. She catches the sweat-and-piss scent of his fear, musky even over the heavy fir-sap odor of the mountain air. He makes a small noise in the back of his throat, then shoulders the Mac-10. The tip of the barrel narrowly misses her hand.

“This way, ma’am.” 

“Good,” she says to no one in particular.

He steps through the Granite Gate. She follows, marveling that it could ever be this easy. Together they hike upward amid the rhododendron flowers almost luminous in the deep, deep dark.

•  •  •

A key advantage of micron-scale technology is the sheer scale at which projects can be undertaken. While this statement may appear at first blush to be counterintuitive, consider the problem of distributing optical surveillance systems. Wiring in even miniature cameras the size of gum packs requires a dedicated team and a van full of equipment and parts. But a coffee can full of microcameras can be scattered like wheat on the wind, to settle around the target area in a spray of heavy dust.

They require no maintenance, and are sufficiently cheap to simply ignore once their quantum batteries run out. No single lens sees much, not with that aperture and depth of field, but the array of lenses is astonishingly precise. Remote processors modeled on the brains of fruit flies handle the disparate constellation of related images, but that investment needs to be made—and protected—once, while the camera dust can be scattered a hundred times.

More to the point, those hundred scatterings cost less than the parts and labor to install a few dozen miniature cameras.

There is a direct trend line from the Big Science projects of mid-century America—Grand Coulee Dam, the Apollo missions, the Interstate highway system—and the spread of micron-scale technology in the twenty-first century. That trend was charted by budgetary analysts, return on investment calculations, and the self-preservation of big capital.

The error that big capital made in this arc of change is Gödelian in its self-blindness. No single activist, no network or membership organization, could compete with the capital costs of projects in the old days. By the dawn of the twenty-first century, the same distribution of materials cost and dissolution of labor expense that serviced big capital’s ROI requirements had enabled technology transfer into the hands of any greenfreak with a little cash and some technical acumen.

Mob tech.

Nobody but the government could have built Grand Coulee Dam. Any fool can lay down a line of whale-fluke microturbines in a streambed.

The same micron-scale technology that was meant to bind the economy and the populace to the invisible will of big capital was soon turned against the power of money. “Green” went from signifying financial assets to another meaning entirely. That change rode into Western culture on the back of fractionated surveillance and widely distributed power systems.

•  •  •

Wallace—New Kid—leads her upwards along a path that is straightforward but by no means straight. Somehow Cardoza has expected more sidestepping and long pauses. New Kid knows his backtrail, or seems to at any rate. They made the first half-mile of the climb unchallenged by anyone or anything other than passive systems which remained passive.

She is unsure of what surveillance has reported, but trailing New Kid with her chin tucked down, Cardoza feels safe enough. Cascadiopolis will in no ways be miked and monitored like downtown Seattle—the greenfreaks don’t stand for that kind of oversight. If she gets in among them, she’ll be safe enough until it’s time to run.

At that point, her choices will be different. She has her uplink tucked into her undershirt. Her contract includes an evacuation bond. So long as no one kills her dead, Cardoza figures on getting out of the green city.

When New Kid is finally challenged, she is almost surprised. A change in the air tells her they are close. Hundreds of people in close proximity bring their own warmth to the chill of a Cascade spring night. Likewise, the faint odors of smoke, of metal, of food, of oils.

Sniffers would have found this city, she realizes. Smarter minds than hers have worked on this problem for some time now. Sniffers couldn’t just walk in like she has done.

Until now.

“Wally, who you got?” The voice drifts down from a Douglas fir. A faint violet spot circles the loam in front of New Kid, targeting something that would have no difficulty shooting in the dark.

“She’s, uh …” New Kid’s voice trails off as he realizes the flaw in his current plans, such as they are.

“I’m one of Bashar’s specials,” Cardoza says with a rich confidence she does not in fact feel. It’s total bullshit, but that slang is regrettably common. “No names will be mentioned.”

“You’re not turked out,” the voice drawls. “No comm bud, buddy.”

“Not where I been,” Cardoza responds. “Now get out of my way, or explain yourself to Bashar later.”

A grunt from up in the tree. With a click almost too faint to hear, the violet spot vanishes. “Explain things to him your own self, then.”

Cardoza follows New Kid on up the hill, watchful for drifting violet spots. If the sentry is tracking her, they have her sighted in mid-back, where she can’t see.

Her spine itches terribly.

•  •  •

From The Daily Oregonian Newsblog:

Eruptions at Three Fingered Jack?

Observers in Santiam Junction have reported explosions along the flanks of the extinct volcano. “There was a rumbling for a little while first,” said Yellowjohn Hackmann of the Cascade Range Patrol, a citizen’s militia that controls Highway 20 through the Cascades. “We thought pulse jets at first, maybe running out of McChord AFB up north. Now it looks like a city burning up there.”

The University of Oregon reports that Three Fingered Jack is considered extinct. The geology department was executed by Creation Science activists during the Newport Crisis, but professor emeritus David Bischoff commented that government or private activity was a far more likely explanation than a geological rebirth. “Besides that,” he asked, “Where the hell is the ash plume?”

Fires raging along the tree line have made any efforts at direct observation impossible. Local residents have opened a reverse auction for satellite imagery, with no success yet reported.

•  •  •

She arrives at the city amid the sounds and smells of a feast. Improbably, most of the population of Cascadiopolis seems to be out among the shadows. The clack of chopsticks echoes along with the clink of soupspoons. They eat, these greenfreaks, even as the sky lightens above the shoulder of the mountain and the mist rises off the night-damp leaves.

Cardoza knows perfectly well that this is a time for quiet retreat and the covering of fires. Patient, stable airships circle high above watching for the flash of metal or color when dawn’s first long rays stab down among the towering trunks, the line of sunlight briefly following the contours of the land here on the west slope of the Cascades. Just as they search for the screened heat signatures and energy discharges, so they look for this.

Everyone goes to ground when the light changes because that is the moment when shadows turn traitor.

Still, they are here, clustered ever tighter around something she cannot yet see.

“Reckon Bashar’s in the middle of that crowd,” New Kid says sullenly.

Wallace, she thinks. Wallace.

He stares at her with an air of expectation.

“Get back down the hill, kid,” she tells him in a weak moment of mercy. “You’ve done your duty by me.”

Though Cardoza has no intention of confronting Bashar, she pushes into the milling crowd as if she seeks the center. She can feel Wallace’s eyes on her back like that microwatt targeting laser down along the path. Screw him, she let him live. If he’s smart, he’ll just walk away.

Though she only means to lose herself in the crowd, the scent draws her onward. It is a spell, this smell, bait for the monkeys inside all our heads. The call of the tribe, the campfire, the oldest camaraderie from long before basic training and hazing and politics and congregations.

Strangely, they are almost silent, far more silent than such a large group of human beings has any business being.

Thinking very carefully about what she is doing, Cardoza joins a line spiraling through the crowd. Exposure is risk. Crowds are cover. Lines are not crowds. Her worries circle like a mantra until she finally reaches the hotline as the shadows shift from gray to orange and the sun flares along the ridgeline.

A truly enormous man is serving. He looks vaguely familiar to her as their eyes meet, which makes no sense. He is ethnically diverse and overwhelmingly handsome.

“You are the last,” he says in a voice which floods her soul with sorrow.

Cardoza takes the proffered bowl—turned from some mountain softwood, she sees—and shrugs off the spell. Charisma? Pheromones? That doesn’t matter. This man is not the key to her lock, whoever the hell he might be.

The temptation pisses her off.

She steps away, realizes Bashar is giving her a hard look. Cardoza hopes like hell he does not remember her as well as she remembers him. Fifteen years earlier, she was a uniformed security hack just beginning to learn what he’d already known a decade on by then, one of a pack beating on a cornered greenfreak terrorist.

He’d broken a dozen arms and legs and killed two of her peers escaping. In time, this man had led her to ask questions. Cardoza had been a girl in a reflective visor back then. Now she is a dangerous woman among dangerous people.

With the slight nod of one professional to another, she steps away with her steaming bowl of paradise. The eyes which bore into her from behind are not Bashar’s, though, but the big cook’s. Somehow she knows that without ever turning around.

Then the singing begins.

•  •  •

Crown reviewed reports. Sometimes he believed that was all he ever did—review reports. Someone had to make the damned decisions, after all. The world was running down, and no amount of rewinding seemed to help.

Someone had dumped a load of hot death on a blank spot in the map in the mountains south of Portland. While not directly impacting Crown—his timber interests were confined to the much safer Coastal Range, and even the apocalypse still seemed to require toilet paper—the fact that someone could airdrop that much hell into his neighborhood was pause for thought. Warfare had been irretrievably asymmetrical for decades now. Truck bombs in urban areas were one thing, but it took a lot of juice to loft that kind of firepower. One of the few things governments were still good at was covering airspace.

Uncle Sam might not be able to fix a highway anymore, but he had orbital assets that could tell whether you’d dyed your hair this week. Which meant that whoever had flown this load had done so with payoffs in Colorado Springs.

Not inconceivable, even for William Silas Crown, but damned if he could see the value proposition of such an effort.

He had a much nastier feeling about the business, too. A hundred thousand acres of heavy timber didn’t get nuked just for the entertainment value.

“Streeter!”

It wasn’t her shift, he realized a moment later. A clerk would be covering, but he didn’t want a clerk. He wanted Streeter. She was old school. Maybe the oldest. Good people stayed bought.

More reports—old recon and traffic records for Highway 20. Rumor mill stuff off the nets, all three generations. Correlations of arrest records, at least where those were still used.

Had the greenfreaks been building another city a hundred miles south? Cloning Cascadiopolis, maybe. He’d known for a long time that was possible, even reasonable. Trying to capture their tech was like trying to capture minnows. Every now and then you got something, but most slipped away like moonbeams.

But burning out an entire city by air express?

Short of pure, unreasoning hatred, he didn’t see the point. And hatred didn’t pay a lot of bribes in Colorado Springs.

•  •  •

Sequence

Tygre lets his voice flow outward. Like the morning mist rising off the damp loam to fill the spaces between the massive trees, so his singing fills the space between the tired voices of the people of Cascadiopolis.

It is an old song, almost the oldest most people know. The doxology, unmoored from the trappings of Church and Eucharist in this post-denominational community, still holds great power among the people. “Praise God from whom all blessings flow.” The tune is simple and old as the modern English that they share. And no one who lives on the shoulders of the Cascades can avoid the infusion of spirituality that seeps with the glacier melt out of the cracked basalt rock faces.

His singing weaves through theirs, carrying a strange contrapuntal rhythm to undergird their threading melody.

It is not the habit of Cascadiopolis to sing a sunrise hymn. It is our habit to rest uneasy during the time of transition, then for most working shifts to lie quiet during the hours of daylight. Some jobs require the sun’s presence—Anna Chao and the other masons would not cut stone in the dark for fear of simple attrition of fingers. The Security Subcommittee likewise never sleeps easily.

But today the people are out, as they have been since his arrival. Today they sing with a strange sense of liberation about them, as if the burden of being free and green has fallen away and they are merely innocents in the forest.

Gloria storms through the group, enraged. She lashes back and forth with an old lacrosse stick made heavy at the tip with tire weights, shouting: “Shut the hell up, you stupid bastards. They can probably hear us down in Estacada. Idiots! Everybody in this place is going to get a god-damned extra work detail if you don’t move it right now.”

The song dies a rippling death. People scurry away, vanishing amid the heavy green leaves, the bright ferns, the deeper shadows, all to their various lairs and dens with a renewed sense of purpose—stung, shamed, regretful.

In moments there is only Tygre with his escorts of Bashar and Anna, facing Gloria’s quivering indignation. A few others loiter close by, either bravely eavesdropping or foolishly slow to remove themselves.

No one from the Citizen’s Executive is present except for the two them.

“What do you want here?” Gloria demands, brandishing her lacrosse stick.

“What everyone wants,” says Tygre. By daylight he is rendered strangely prosaic. “Food. Shelter. Freedom.”

“You will destroy us.”

Bashar stirs now. He has tired of defending this man who is not his, but no one has asked the right question yet, issued the correct challenge. “We’re not down inside Symmetry now,” he tells Gloria quietly. Anna Chao looks uneasy.

The edge in Gloria’s voice turns on him like a swallowed razor blade. “What do you mean by that, Bashar?”

“I mean you are not interrogating this man.” Bashar lacks the grace to look uncomfortable, but he forces a frown for the sake of diplomacy. He has never liked Gloria. Still, visible glee at her discomfort would suit no one’s purposes. “He was released from your custody.”

“He walked out.”

“And you let him,” Bashar reminds her. “Out here is my domain. Who stays or goes is up to me.” He glances around at the watchers, the listeners, frowns at the woman who seems familiar but isn’t. A question forms on his lips, but Tygre interrupts again.

“I destroy no one,” he tells Gloria. The big man steps from behind the hot line and drops gracefully into a lotus position, bringing his eyes almost level with hers. It is somehow incredibly dignified and horribly patronizing all at once.

Bashar knows this woman has killed for lesser offenses.

“You are walking death,” she breathes. “The Lord of Bones.” She begins to shake, something coming loose inside her.

He reaches an impossibly long hand out and touches her forehead. “You do not know me. No man knows me. But I am here for all of you. Even you who would spear my side and leave me behind cold stone forever.”

Bashar wonders what the hell is happening. Anna Chao looks no more enlightened than he feels.

Gloria slaps Tygre’s hand away. “I’ll stop you, you big buck bastard.” She turns her back and walks. There is a sobbing sound, but it cannot possibly be her.

Looking for the woman he does not know, Bashar finds everyone but Anna Chao has made themselves scarce.

“I’m going to patrol the perimeter,” he announces.

She nods, too overwhelmed to speak.

Tired as he is, Bashar can still walk like a hero into the rising sun, and so he does.

•  •  •

Part of a retrospective report from the Security Subcommittee to the Citizen’s Executive, compiled from notes made during Tygre’s stay in Cascadiopolis:

Subject joined in several work details during his first days in the city. He demonstrated considerable physical skill in aiding the Labor Subcommittee, but also displayed craft skills. He was able to braze the leaky Lyne arms on the Recreation Subcommittee’s number two and three stills. This act alone won him general acclaim.

The unusual social effects seen on his entry to the city were not noted again in those early weeks. Gloria Berry continued to agitate against the subject, until she was advised by the senior directorate of this subcommittee to cease her activities and resume her ordinary work assignments.

In this same period news came of the bombing of Jack City. No verifiable rumors or hard data accompanied the reports, though the social chatter was overwhelming. Subject’s arrival was timed very close to the date of the attack, such that certain members of this subcommittee were concerned about his role as a spotter or spy. Ms. Berry herself cleared that issue, showing that the last data netted from Jack City via smartdust was far later than the subject’s possible departure time, given his known presence in Cascadiopolis. Subject’s general invisibility in the datasphere has never been properly assessed, but Ms. Berry’s analysis presumes that had he been present in Jack City, his data trail would have been available to us, just as it is in our own systems here.

•  •  •

After several weeks in Cascadiopolis, Tygre joins the unarmed combat circle. They meet each day under the aegis of Bashar or one of his lieutenants in the hours after dusk. The goal is to provide a training regimen and support for anyone tasked with security, but also for anyone interested in fitness or defense.

Large as he is, the newcomer draws immediate challenges from several middle-rankers—those who have risen high enough in the standings up to feel the need to make a show against him, but not so high as to be secure in their position.

Tygre just laughs. “I do not attack,” he says. “I come to watch you defend.”

With a nod from Bashar, Reynolds rushes Tygre. He steps into the attack with a smoothness unlikely in such a large man. Hands slide slowly, far too slowly to anyone’s view, then Reynolds is over his hip and windmilling into the loam.

No one has thrown her in at least two months.

The man turns, arms wide, and smiles at his watchers. “I will not challenge, but I will not be taken down.”

That, of course, is the worst challenge of all.

One by one they step into the circle. The affair quickly assumes the aspects of capoeira more than the mill-and-kill of defense-grade unarmed combat. There is a dance, a measure of beats and moments which passes between Tygre and each opponent in turn.  By the time he has thrown his third, the others are softly clapping tempo.

They dance, deadly and beautiful in the moonlit darkness at the edge of an old burn clearing.

Tygre effortlessly works his way through the juniors, then the other middle-rankers who should have stood with Reynolds. After twenty minutes, he has not even broken a sweat. Moments later, it is over except for Bashar himself.

And Anna Chao, who steps into the circle.

She has been alternately stewing with an inexplicable crush on this man and sparring with Gloria Berry, whose anger has grown boundless. During her days she has cut more rock lately than any mason in Cascadiopolis’ brief history. Slab after slab of basalt has come down in recent days as if sliced away by some godlike knife. Frustration in the fracture lines. Unrequited passion amid the dust and splinters.

Now she is covered with gray from another shift on the slopes. Tiny beads of blood glisten black in the pale silver light of the late evening. She is almost a revenant, a ghost from beyond.

The gentle clapping picks up the tempo. These people know they are about to see a battle. Anna is one of the few who can stand against Bashar, and he has been known to defeat a moving truck with his bare hands. Her mason’s muscles and torturer’s ruthlessness combine to make her unstoppable.

Her infatuation with Tygre is a seam painted on her armor with bright lines.

He clasps his hands and bows to her.

She does the same, and begins to circle. Tygre does not respond in kind. Instead he merely stands, arms loose at his side, smiling slightly as she passes behind him. The profound vulnerability of his exposed back combined with his proud, uptilted chin inflames everyone’s passions.

Anna feints from behind. Tygre knows it, he must know it, but he stands still as the Douglas firs as if to take the blow. A head strike from her could be carelessly fatal.

Now she passes to his left. Frustration makes her quiver. His smile widens slightly, just enough for all to see.

It says: Come to me, woman. Be mine.

She spins toward him in a classic tae kwon do strike, foot flying toward the unprotected side of his knee, fists arcing for a follow up. He steps in so close to her they might have kissed in passing. The knee blow misses completely. Tygre stops her fists with the broad grip of his own hands.

Anna grunts as one of her wrists snaps. Someone among the onlookers keens in sympathetic pain. She just stares at him.

“Impossible,” she says.

“Nothing is impossible,” Tygre replies. He takes her wounded arm in his hands and sets the bone with a nerve-rending scrape. Her breath passes her lips like fire in an oxygen line, but she holds steady. “You should have that seen to,” he tells her, releasing her bad arm to the care of the good.

With a bow that turns to include them all, Tygre walks away.

Bashar has had enough. “You are not finished,” he tells the big man.

Red mist is rising in his vision. Bashar knows what this means. He once killed an entire town when the red was upon him. Cascadiopolis is a place where the red stays far away, exiled from the country of the green. Tygre is a man who soothes some part of his soul that Bashar did not even know was damaged.

But still, to so casually break one of his city’s strongest people—that is a cruelty to which cats could only aspire.

Tygre looks over his shoulder. “Yes, I am.”

All Bashar sees is red mist and an exposed, retreating back. He begins to run, toward Tygre, then past him, into the darkness beyond where night swallows all sins and regret is invisible.

He will have to kill this man, and soon, if something does not change. Bashar hates himself most of all for the realization.

•  •  •

How It Works: The Newcomer’s Guide to Cascadiopolis:

Cascadiopolis is a self-organizing anarchist collective that aspires to the self-actualization of all citizens in accordance with green principles. Welcome to your community.

When decisions must be made outside of the context of the collective consensus, the Citizen’s Executive sits in proxy for the will of the whole. Subcommittees of the Citizen’s Executive in turn manage specialized tasks that might require unusual knowledge, special experience, or organizational efforts beyond community norms.

Any citizen of Cascadiopolis is free to volunteer for the Citizen’s Executive, but the coordinators are appointed by the will of the whole. An election may be called at any time, for any reason, by any citizen, so long as a minimum of ten percent of their fellow citizens agree.

This practice is a compromise between our anarchist principles and the unfortunate realities of existing in a world of governments, corporations and capital-intensive infrastructure. Every citizen’s core aspirations should include a dedication to the day when the Citizen’s Executive will wither away and we are all self-actualized without interference from each other or the city as a whole.

•  •  •

Tygre arises from his bed of heather and ferns and muslin. He has been sleeping in the higher slopes, where the elk browse. This is well within Cascadiopolis’ perimeter, but far away from most dosses inhabited by his fellow citizens.

Privacy is a limited commodity in the green city. Tygre has his reasons, two of which are yawning themselves awake now in the little hollow he has just left behind.

A little mystery is good for the soul. It does not follow that a lot of mystery is better.

He knows better than to silhouette himself against the skyline, but there is a rock knee he climbs halfway up every day to crouch in a niche and look west into the failing light of dusk, toward the Willamette Valley, the Coastal Mountains, and somewhere beyond, the limitless depths of the Pacific Ocean.

This place has a smell and sense of home beyond anything Tygre has ever experienced. It saddens him that his project here will almost certainly fail. In the short term, at least. But the game is long, lifetimes long if one takes the most enlightened view.

He has come from a very hard school, hidden deep within the folds of the culture since long before this latest round of collapse-and-apocalypse was played out. Heresies within heresies, ancient wisdoms hiding in plain sight.

The school, nameless as the wind, had gone to a great deal of trouble during the last century to make itself and its precepts a cliché. No one would know to look, think to question, or believe what they found.

Tygre stretches in place against the rock. His skin seems to blend in to the lichens, so even his two lovers of the night before don’t glimpse him as they scowl and stare about.

Go on, boys, he thinks. The day is just starting.

Fuddled, they do just that, the two young men gathering their clothes and heading down into the deeper trees, unselfconsciously holding hands. Even now, especially now, that is difficult in the cities.

He watches them with a tinge of sadness. So many never find what life intended for them. Or who.

In time, his thoughts turn to the woman who came late to the singing the night he arrived in this place. Bashar was obviously concerned about her, but she has vanished into the shadows. This is Cascadiopolis. No one carries an ID. Subcutaneous chips are pulsed to ash. It is a reputation economy, assisted by labor traded for value without the intermediation of State authority or capital markets.

That’s what they tell themselves, anyway.

The result is that a woman who doesn’t make trouble, gets along well, and moves quietly among the dripping night-dark trees can vanish in their midst. Tygre is fascinated by this. Those crafts are not unknown, but they are rare. Even in a place as populated with exceptions as Cascadiopolis.

He has thought since the beginning that either Gloria Berry or the man Bashar would be the one who turned him. Now Tygre is beginning to wonder about this woman-who-isn’t-there.

It would be nice to talk openly with her a while. They could stand in the center of some chuckling stream, in an open space where passive listeners or ordinary eavesdroppers would be unlikely, and mutter to defeat distant lip-readers. He can imagine the conversation, the ground they might cover, the common interests their divergent agendas ultimately represent.

Collapse will kill everyone, eventually. His school sees that as clearly as the die-hard defenders of capital do; as clearly as the generals in Colorado Springs; as clearly as the muftis in Baghdad and Mecca. The days of denial are long gone, swept away with the collapse of American politics and Wall Street. The days of agreement will never come.

But still, they have common interests: survival, prosperity in some form, clean air and water. Children, even. A future that will arrive no matter what.

Tygre knows full well he will never speak with the woman. She may be the knife in his back; she may be no one at all. It does not matter. He is a culture-bomb in search of a fuse. She is hiding from Bashar and the Security Subcommittee.

Everyone is who they must be.

In time, he climbs down from the rock, gathers up his clothing, and wonders yet again if this will be the day.

•  •  •

Offertory

Happiness Cardoza has come to hate this city with a passion. She is a hunted animal. Not in actuality, of course, for the greenfreaks could have run her down in the first twenty-four hours if they’d been willing to call a general assembly, then have security beat the bounds while most citizens were locked down.

That isn’t the way Cascadiopolis minds its business. Not inside the perimeter. Instead of the ruthless efficiency of corporate security, or the brutal force multipliers of the military, Cascadiopolis wars with weapons of rumor and shadow. The same people who would gut her like a line-caught salmon if they found her outside don’t even look twice at her on the inside.

The dispassionate part of her mind, the internal observer, is fascinated by the dichotomy. The city is too big—know-your-neighbor security doesn’t work among several thousand people with a churn-in transient population. That’s a tribal practice, useful by the dozens or the scores. There is a reason military companies were sized the way they were. You know everybody.

This place isn’t a company. It isn’t even a battalion. It’s a brigade. Only there is no brigadier.

If it were not her life at stake, she might laugh at the way these people are betrayed by their own anarchist ideals.

Instead she keeps her chin tucked down, works in the sawpits concealed deep in ravines where deadfall and the harvests from ultra-low-impact logging were processed into usable wood. She doesn’t ever sleep in the same place twice. People talk here, all the time, in soft, pattering voices, but they never ask questions.

A capable woman willing to work a two-man saw for an entire overnight shift is an asset not to be doubted.

She has met hauliers, bargemen, teachers, engineers, farmers, lifelong activists, bereaved parents, orphaned children, people lost within their own drug-addled souls, and even one ancient, renegade venture capitalist who likes to talk about the old days on Sand Hill Road down in Silicon Valley. Cardoza says little, but when it is her turn to tell some story she talks about a fictitious childhood on Vancouver Island, recalling lost Victoria before the winter hurricanes and the sea level rises finally overwhelmed that city.

“I’m just here,” she says. It’s a common refrain, one heard time and again.

Sometimes watchers from the Security Subcommittee pass by. Cardoza has made herself shorter, wrapped herself in tie-dyed muslin with lumps beneath that mask her muscles. They will not do face checks, these people—against what they stand for—so the pit boss just nods and security moves on.

All it takes is one chance meeting on a path, or one question too many, and she is done.

Her weapons and body armor are stashed amid a cache of such personal gear. They would mark her out in a moment, but she does not need them now. She has only kept the chirper, to bounce the simplest codes off satellite overflight and report back to her employers.

Cardoza is in, but there is no obvious next step.

This is not a city that can be set on fire. There are too many people to kill them all in their beds. They are too spread out to be gassed or strafed.

It would take fire from the sky, as has happened further south along the Cascades recently if rumor is to be believed, to stop these people.

Worst of all, in her hiding, she has not seen the singing man since. Tygre, his name is, and it’s on everybody’s lips. He spends too much time around the Citizen’s Executive, around that stone bastard Bashar—people she can’t afford to be near. Close, but not close enough. Far, but not far enough.

So she clicks out her simple codes, ignores the whispers about government spies in hiding, and watches the path ahead of herself with the paranoia of a hunted animal. Something will break soon, Cardoza is confident. So long as it is not her, she will survive.

•  •  •

Crown stalked his office, worried. Two weeks had passed since the bombing at Three Fingered Jack. He’d sent people into the resulting burn zone. There had definitely been something there. A fraction of the size of Cascadiopolis, perhaps a hundred people total, but it had been there.

Like aspens spreading along a mountainside, the greenfreaks sent out runners.

What drove him nearly to distraction was a complete vacuum of information about who had ordered the strike. Colorado Springs was uncharacteristically silent—the Air Force leaked like a sieve at command levels, when the right questions were asked by the right people at the right cocktail parties. Not this time. Likewise corporate chatter was mute on the subject. Not even Edgewater was talking, and that hit was very much their style.

Strange.

It was a wildfire, nothing else. Nothing to see here, citizen, move on, move on.

Reports from his Cascadiopolis assets were just as thin. Asset Tau had fallen silent, though Asset Chi had indicated in code that Asset Tau was still active in the city. Their codes were too thin to communicate everything Crown so desperately needed to know now, though.

“Streeter!” he shouted.

Another silence, which was even stranger.

Crown stared out the window, looking across the sullen brown waters of perennially flooded Willamette toward Portland’s east side. Despite the recent rain half a dozen smoke plumes rose. More warehouse bombings, some street front rising against the dammed capital represented by stored merchandise.

“What the economy does not kill on its own, we kill for it,” he whispered. “Streeter!!!”

A clerk stepped diffidently through the door. Berry, his name was.  A fairly recent promotion to his personal staff. Crown couldn’t remember the young man’s first name.

“Ms. Streeter has gone out for coffee, sir.”

“Coffee?” Crown was incredulous. “Seven years here, she’s never gone out for coffee. Besides, we have catering.”

Berry shrugged.

Crown realized the young man was dressed oddly too. Though his coat was cut the same as all staff uniforms in the arcology, the weave was too dark and glossy.

Even before he’d framed the thought as to why someone would be wearing Kevlar in his presence, Crown sprinted for his desk. He dropped and rolled as Berry opened fire with something that hissed like a fire extinguisher. The blast-grade window behind him rattled hard under a rain of darts.

A riot gun was clipped to the bottom of each pedestal of his desk. Crown snatched the right-hand one free, flipped the slide, rolled once, and fired through the modesty panel. It was sheathed in the same mahogany of which the desk was built, but thin fiberboard on the inside for precisely this purpose. The scattershot from the riot gun left a cloud of splinters.

Beyond the ragged hole, Berry slipped in his own blood.

Crown put a second burst into the young man’s head as he fell. He counted to three, listening for footsteps, then low-crawled around the left side of his desk.

Nothing. No one.

And killing Berry meant no questions could be asked.

He rose, dusting himself off. He’d been played, and he knew it. Streeter was compromised, possibly beyond repair. A little too old school, maybe, to stay bought. And Asset Tau was in the same position. No one on his staff could be trusted now. Not even for money.

Only Asset Chi, a contractor, seemed to have remained loyal—out of reach of the infection here.

Riot gun at the ready, Crown tapped out 911 to reach arcology security. That at least was answered.

“What is your emergency.”

“Suite 900,” Crown said. “Challenge Buster.”

“Seven niner Eugene,” security replied promptly.

“I need a hard team up here now. Trust no one except me.”

Strobe lights began to flash as blast doors slammed all around his level.

Waiting for rescue or death, whichever came first, Crown tapped out a coded message to Asset Chi. Whether the asset would ever receive it was an open question, but he had to try.

Maybe something could be salvaged—if not here, with his backups in Istanbul or Hong Kong.

•  •  •

The chirper embedded in the seam of Cardoza’s microfiber camisole buzzes as she works a log. A week on observation and two on penetration, the only message she’s received from her employers was a single-bit ack to her informing them of the contingency penetration. Now she’s on one end of a two-man saw and the stupid buggers want to talk.

She ignores it. The chirper’s memory will keep the message in place until she can sensibly retrieve it. No way to parse the click code against her skin when she’s working this hard. And stopping to scratch where it itched isn’t her way.

They work a while, she and her saw-mate—a whippet of a boy named Mueslix still struggling to be a man. Human sawmill is hard work, but at least the wood stacks up like bodies so you can mark your progress. Mueslix has a very misguided case of the hots for Cardoza, and smiles too much, but he’s okay.

His callowness makes her wonder what ever happened to New Kid for abandoning his post and bringing her in. Cardoza has stayed away from anything to do with security, for fear of discovery. Not to mention fear of Bashar.

Cardoza has missed something Zazie the gang boss called out. She can feel Mueslix slacking off through the change in the tension of the blade, so she slows her own effort.

Moments later they are all silent. This is a day shift, for safety reasons, so everyone can see Zazie just fine.

“We’re on a stand down,” she says, her voice carrying despite its softness. Zazie has a command voice Cardoza has admired, much more difficult for a woman to accomplish than a man. Deeper voices mean bigger muscles, after all.

It’s all monkey politics in the end.

“What’s up?” Mueslix asks.

“Security Subcommittee says we might be seeing incoming soon.”

Crap, Cardoza thinks. Someone sussed her inbound signal. The chirper has no battery, only a static accumulator powered by the movements of her body, and it’s small enough to pass anything but a very thorough pat down. A tight enough sweep with the right gear would detect the fragment of silicon and carbon fiber. Or a strip search.

I am just one of two thousand here, Cardoza tells herself.

They drift off into the woods by ones and twos, leaving the site behind but taking their tools. She finds a moment’s privacy and scratches where it itches despite her principles. She must ditch the chirper very soon, and wants to understand the message that may yet be worth her life.

 •  •  •

An excerpt from the Bacigalupi Lectures:

We talk about secret societies all the time. The Masons, the Illuminati, Opus Dei. Paranoid fantasies, right? How secret could they be, with their temples and their lodges?

Nonetheless, behind the glare lie simpler, harder truths. From the earliest priestly cults in mud brick cities lost ten thousand years ago to the politic parties of today, memes propagate through channels of secrecy and trust. The cell system so beloved of revolutionaries has always existed. We call it family. Friendship. Lovers. The 1950s housewife gossiping over the back alley fence with the milkman. The beat cop having lunch with the City Hall reporter.

We no longer have beat cops or milkmen, any more than we have priests of Baal Melqaart. More’s the pity, some people might say. But they’re wrong.

Those relationships still exist. And with the world dying around us, they are stronger than ever. Secret societies of two and three are everywhere. The true unit of economy is the exchange between individuals. Forget capital markets and balance of trade. I give you something, you give me something else. Tomatoes from your windows box. Ammunition. Sex. Information.

It doesn’t matter.

We are all secret-keepers. We share with our intimates, share less with our tribe, and tell nothing to the Man when he knocks down the door to ask questions. Some people know where to score good blow, other people know the true reason for the street layout of Washington, D.C.

The substance of the secret is irrelevant. The form of the secret is everything. Carry what you know into the world, gather what people have to tell you, and you are one of the Illuminated.

We began in light, so shall we end in light.

•  •  •

Cardoza hunts. The message was clear, one of her employer’s own conditionals. She has a termination order.

This has become a suicide job. She’s almost certain of that. There are large bonds which will be paid in the event of her death, money to flow to a sister she hasn’t seen since early childhood. She doesn’t care so much now. Walking away would probably be just as fatal at this point, and accomplish less.

Newcomer, the message had said when she unpacked it. Terminate newcomer.

She knows who they mean. Tygre is everyone, everywhere. People say he’d already joined the Citizen’s Executive, the tenure and seniority requirements waived. Others say he’d charmed Symmetry’s torturers, and they do his bidding now.

Her body armor is still in the cache. She slips into the carbon mesh panels, tightens the straps with all the weight of ritual. She sorts through her weapons—some things cannot be carried openly here, even now in the end game. A gas gun with shellfish toxin-laced needles will do, she thinks.

Turning, Cardoza find Mueslix staring at her. How had he gotten so close?

“You’re on the Security Subcommittee,” he says, his voice shaking. “You was spying on the log gang.”

“Right,” she tells him. The lie is convenient, he already believes it. This way she might not have to kill him.

She is getting soft.

“It wasn’t nothing but a little dope.” Now he is whining.

Dope? she thinks. That’s not even against the rules around here, unless you’re handling weapons or delicate equipment. “Look, kid,” she says, letting exasperation creep into her voice. She really should kill him—his dead body will cause far less trouble for her than whatever he might say to Zazie or anyone else on one of the subcommittees. “Go back to your squat, lay low, and don’t come out for a day or so, no matter what.”

“You going after Zazie?” Now the fool sounds almost eager.

“I’m going after you if you don’t skid out of here and keep your damned mouth shut!”

At that, he backs away through the brush that conceals the hollow where the cache is located. “I-I’m sorry,” he says from outside.

“Me, too, kid,” Cardoza responds.

Her earlier burst of fatalism notwithstanding, she already considers her possible lines of retreat once she has terminated Tygre.

•  •  •

Communion

Gloria Berry takes up the hunting knife she uses for emergencies. The blade is longer than her forearm. She has carefully blacked it out, keeping only the edge sharp and bright.

Everybody is on high alert suddenly, and she knows damn well why. Tygre has finally betrayed them.

She will serve him his own fare, blood warm. And if that fool Anna Chao stands in her way, Gloria will serve her as well.

We are disturbed, we of the city. One of the wire mesh dishes strung high in the Douglas firs has picked up a signal, confirming the ghosts which had muttered at the edge of confirmation in the weeks since Tygre has come to us.

Something is on the move. A bombing, a murder, or simple old-fashioned betrayal. It does not matter. Cascadiopolis’ years of paranoia are bearing fruit.

In another lava tube called Objectivity, the Citizen’s Executive meets in a rare closed, emergency session. The man Tygre is not present. It is well into the day, and most of us should have been sleeping long ago.

“Anyone who has entered the city in the last months,” shouts the Chair of the Labor Subcommittee.

Manufacturing and Craft shakes her head. “We already know where the problem is. That bastard will have us all dancing to his tune in another few weeks.”

“Do you serious believe Tygre is taking orders from outside?” Bashar asks quietly.

“He doesn’t have to,” mutters Manufacturing and Crafts. “He’s plenty dangerous all on his own.”

“Popularity is not danger,” Bashar replies.

“Ever heard of demagoguery?” demands the Chair of Political Education and Theory.

Bashar cracks a small, deadly smile. “Leaders emerge from among the people.”

“We are a collective,” the Executive Chairman says. “We don’t have leaders.”

In that moment, Bashar knows they have lost. He rises. “Excuse me, but I need to go supervise the security arrangements.”

“Against an air strike?” demands Labor.

“Against Tygre, if you must know.” Bashar shakes his head. “And for him. Either one.”

•  •  •

A children’s call-and-response chant, used by early childhood facilitators in Cascadiopolis:

Why are we green?
Because nature is green.
Why do we hide in the hills?
Because nature lives in the hills.
Who do we trust?
Ourselves. And nature.
Who do we fear?
Everyone outside.
What will do?
Grow and grow, like nature.
Until when?
Until the world is green.

•  •  •

Tygre heads back to the kitchen where he cooked the first night. It is time to cook again. Wine at the wedding, catfish and cornbread for the crowd, blood beneath the plow boards—food is the oldest sacrament.

He has been here long enough to know more about the ingredients. Woodears grown in the deadfalls on these slopes can be as rich as a steak. Wild onions and sweet herbs from the water meadows provide a flavor that speaks of these high places. Saps boiled to bitter syrups add a tinge.

So he makes a stew, humming the Doxology. Different words are in his mind now than the old hymnals would have it, about the quiet green cathedrals of these high slopes and the basalt bones buried in the loam beneath his feet. Tygre is not sure whether he will share them.

The stew comes along slowly and he hums. Cooking by daylight is not so common – smoke can escape sometimes, and most people shift their meals in the early evening and later night hours, to be well abed by dawn.

But he knows a strike is coming. Probably not the orbital kinetics which reduced Jack City to ash, though that is possible. Even the oldest schools, the most ancient secret-keepers, have some very modern codes. And their own quiet, bloody disputes.

Except he is not weapon, but target. The hurried busy-ness around him confirms that. It might have gone differently, lasted longer, been sweeter, but this is of no mind to Tygre now.

One way or another, these forests will burn bright, even if no match is ever set. Like those pines which only germinate amid flame, this city will not truly spread its seed until threat is overwhelming.

The dandelion flower must die before its children can fly.

With that thought, he smiles and cuts dried trillium into his stew.

“Was it you?” Bashar asks. Close behind, silent. The man is an arrow fired in the dark.

“It was always me,” Tygre says pleasantly without turning. He can smell the musk of Bashar’s desire for him that the other man will never admit. Bashar barely acknowledges women, finds men no fit object whatsoever for lust, but the scent will not be denied. “But I did not breach communications security, if that is your question.”

“Could you have?” Bashar sounds fascinated.

Tygre slices thin strips of garter snake jerky, then scrapes them into his pot. This will be a stew of the high places. After that, he faces Bashar. “Couldn’t any of us?”

Tygre’s clicker has been heel-smashed to black sand in streambed these past three weeks. That city man’s contract had its uses in getting him close, passage through certain difficult barriers, but had never been his true purpose.

“You’re in trouble,” Bashar says.

“With you?” Tygre cocks an eyebrow.

“With everyone, I think. The Citizen’s Executive is stirred up. There are other rumors, people with difficulties.”

“Everybody loves me.” He grins at Bashar’s stone face. “Well, almost everybody.”

“Everybody is coming for you. Jack City scared us all.”

“Jack City is dead,” Tygre says. He ladles out of a bowl of stew. “It would be better if it sat up for a shift or two. We don’t have that much time.” Handing the bowl to Bashar, he continues, “Here. Take, eat, and be comforted. Jack City is dead, but Cascadiopolis is going to live forever.”

Bashar plucks a spoon from the tabletop and eats. Everything he does around this man is wrong, he knows it. The flavor stops his thoughts. It tastes of the city, of Mt. Hood, of all the vanishing green in the world. High slopes and deep loam and the bugling of elk across the valleys. Glacier melt and the buzzing silences of the burn scars in summer.

He is consumed by a moment of transcendence, and in that moment, sees the future.

•  •  •

There is a woman with a gun. Another woman carries a knife with dire intent. A committee votes orders for their man Bashar to carry out. A satellite rotates on its axis, acquiring a target in the Cascades.

Children run through the bear grass shrieking at the flowers. City-building manuals are stored in quantum matrices embedded in small river cobbles that fit in the palm of a hand. Silences amid the high forests remember times before even the first nations had passed here on calloused feet.

The world is running down, but it will always be reborn. Coastlines retreat, and there are new beaches. Floodwaters recede and there is a dove on a drenched olive branch. Empires fall but people still break the ground for grain, and their grandchildren need to keep records, and so it begins again.

Capital, rebellion, chaos, climate change. It all comes together so it can all be pulled apart once again.

We wonder if it matters how he died. The city-kill will come soon enough—this day, next season, ten years down the road. There is no real difference.

Tygre’s stew, his song, his folding of the place of the green city into a simple taste and a few words—these are the winds that will scatter the seeds. Different mountains, different meadows, estuaries that have never seen a volcano piercing the sky. It does not matter. The city will be born and reborn again until stamping it out will be like stamping out worms after a rainstorm.

And this time, capital and rebellion and ancient scholarship have combined to ensure the future restarts without having to repeat every lesson of the past. We crossed a threshold, shed our Big Science and Big Industry in favor of little things which could be carried in a pocket and last a generation.

Ideas, ideals, and no small measure of love in a cruel and dying world.

•  •  •

Bashar sits with Anna Chao as she carves the marker. Such delicate work is not truly suited to her style of shaping stone. She is better at ashlars and slabs. Still, someone must do this thing, and by daylight, for it is too delicate to be worked in the shadows.

Though Anna carves a flame, the city has not burned yet. People are leaving anyway. Not in a rush seeking refuge, but in twos and tens and scores. The secret societies of couples and the tribalism of work gangs.

They all carry stones, and each stone is filled with data. Most carry tools as well, enough simple wedges and hammers and crucibles to jump start the first year of effort in some other wild place.

The grave contains three bodies. Tygre lies in the embrace of two women who did not know one another. The blood is on Bashar’s hands in the end. That is who he is, that is what he does, killing the only man he will ever love, and striking down the enraged assassins in the moments which follow.

His days are shortened, too. The darts that ripped into his arm have left him with a paralysis, which will be fatal in his line of work. Bashar does not mind so much. He just wants to see things set to rights before he walks off on his own. “I may be some time,” will be his epitaph, borrowed from half-remembered history but still true enough.

A stranger approaches through the woods, a man clearly not accustomed to running down roads. Bashar meets the newcomer’s gaze, an old but serviceable pistol ready in his still-good left hand.

“You won’t need that,” says William Silas Crown. “I just wanted to come see for myself.” He nods at the grave.

Bashar knows there is no point in asking how. Tygre’s flame was all too visible far from the night-dark forests of Cascadiopolis. He does have one question, though. “Did you send him?” Bashar asks Crown.

“I thought I did,” Crown answers slowly. “But we were used alike, you and I.”

Bashar, Anna and Crown stay by the grave ’til evening, watching the satellites transit the sky. One flares, possibly turning into the sun, possibly launching kinetics at some ground target.

•  •  •

It would be nice to say that Tygre arrived in Cascadiopolis on the wings of a storm. He did not, for he came as a man. But he left with everyone who walked away before the end, his power multiplied by his name on all their lips.

His stone yet remains, if you know where to look, blackened by ash, covered by creepers, silent and cold as the mountain itself. 


The Bull Dancers

The first, immutable law of capital is that it will be preserved

Sitting propped up in the hospital bed he would never leave again, with his view of Mt. Hood to Portland’s east and his automated medical devices and on-call nurses, William Silas Crown could feel every moment of his eighty years of life bearing down on him like a slow rain of anvils. The Malaysian telomere hack had been good to him, as had the de Grey diet. Being the twenty-third richest man in the Western hemisphere had helped quite a bit, too. But age, time-delayed side effects and, ultimately, cell division errors in his colon had caught up to him.

Put simply, Crown was dying of metastasized colon cancer in his lymph, liver and lungs. All the money in the world, or even his measurably significant percentage of it, could not defeat tubulovillous adenocarcinoma rendered immortal and nearly invulnerable by the same viral-delivered genetic hacks that had granted him the years already so carelessly spent.

As his oncologist had said, they could keep part of Crown alive in a petri dish for the next thousand years. Just not the part he cared about. The woman was very good at her job, but basically nuts so far as Crown could tell.

But then again, likely he was too.

Eighty was not so old, if one’s body was not conspiring against one’s self. Cancer had robbed him of both years and vigor. Crown concentrated on his breathing, letting the moments pass one after another like drops from a leaking faucet. Jewels of concentration, each one distorting a single memory past recognition, tiny funhouse mirrors of recollection falling from his grasp. Smells brought the most powerful recall, but also the most random, and lately weighted far too much toward hospitals and the deaths over the years of most of the people he’d ever known.

The cancer did not steal his memories, but the drugs that slightly delayed his death took their own price. Crown relied more and more on written reports, spreadsheeted numbers, mumbling expert systems that spoke to him in the dark when all good folk were abed.

“J. Appleseed Foundation,” he said aloud. The words were a gasp, almost incomprehensible, he knew, but his expert systems had adjusted their speech rec to match his failing voice.

“Status unchanged,” replied Hubbard in a nasal twang moderated to Crown’s sensitive hearing and permanent headache. Heinlein and Kornbluth were the other two expert systems. They often disagreed, which suited Crown just fine.

“Ericsson said there were political implications.” That sentence took a lot out of Crown, left him dizzy and, oddly, remembering a swimming hole in his youth.

Heinlein answered with a throat-clearing noise that was an eccentricity of its programming. “Patriot, Inc. has assets attached to J. Appleseed at the moment. Also, the office of Senator Rodriguez, G-Denver Free Zone, has been phishing heavily around the Foundation.”

“Patriot?” Those idiots at Edgewater had their hands in everything, but why would their politicals be digging here? “Who contracted those assets?”

Kornbluth was the legal mind, based in part on Thicket, the long-running open source law program dedicated to the conflicting and overlapping national, regional, local and virtual legal codes that applied throughout Cascadia. “Not in public record. Also unavailable through first- or second-order paid searches. Further investigation will involve felonious activity.” Unlike a human attorney, Kornbluth always spoke the blunt truth. Crown had become fond of expert systems in his old age for precisely that reason. He didn’t have enough time left in his life for the usual misdirections and innuendoes and plausible deniability.

Let them bring criminal charges against him. He’d be long dead before the case could ever come to trial.

“I authorize all necessary research.” Crown paused, took a deep breath and rested a moment before making a run at authorization. “Open budget, report back for confirmation…” Shuddering gasp. “… if you exceed one hundred thousand Euros before concluding the effort.” Hard currency was required for this kind work, not the soft and essentially worthless dollar.

“Acknowledged and understood,” said Kornbluth.

Crown rested a while in silence, watching the blue-green glow of his medical instrumentation watch him. He had not been out of this bed in three months, did not expect to ever leave it again except after being promoted to corpse. There would be no more surgeries, and he’d long since given up pissing and shitting for himself.

Still, he felt as if he were spending his dying weeks in the cockpit of some twen-cen jumbo jet.

Oh, to fly once more before he died.

•  •  •

Mindanao Snow Fleischer, Mindy to her friends such as they were, scowled at the datamat flopped on the scarred formica table. The diner was ancient, reeking of grease and ketchup and coffee. The tables were even older, surfaced with what had once been an off-white veneer covered with the little gold outlines of boomerangs. Now it was mostly covered with stains, knife scars, and weirdly, even cigarette burns, though tobacco had largely been illegal all of Mindy’s life. Roughly the polar opposite of restaurants like Dwiggins and the rest of Portland’s white tablecloth New Food movement.

The food here should have been illegal, too, but her dad, a Navy nuke out on a psych discharge from the submarine service, had been an unreconstructed carnivore in this era of soy and textured vegetable protein. He’d carefully led Mindy down the garden path of bacon, burgers and steak when she was too young to know better. Or possibly worse. The Hotcake House still served burgers the way Dad had made them, somewhere back in the long ago before a deep swing in his bipolar disorder had provoked lead poisoning of the .44 caliber variety. Sadly not fatal, and she still visited his drooling husk once a week in the long-term ward at the VA up on Marquam Hill.

That there still was a long-term care ward was more than a minor miracle, but not miracle enough to call back the ghost of Raymond Fleischer to his ventilated skull and weakened body.

So she called back other ghosts for a living now, working cold cases for the Cascadia Law Enforcement Collective, and occasionally seconded to other LECs and police or sheriff’s departments along the West Coast. Cold cases were hard work, and mostly unrewarding—the dirty cops couldn’t even find a take to be on, in this line, so nobody wanted them—but Dad would have been proud of her looking after forgotten justice. She had all the cold case work she wanted, to boot. No one had the resources for a serious cold case squad, hadn’t in decades, but Mindy was low paid and shaved her hours and just often enough came up with something that made the news in a good way, or even better, released some assets that could fund real crime fighting.

Like everything else, police work was a holding action against the inevitability of entropy. Even cops went Green from time to time, walked away down the soft path and never came back. Mindy figured that once Dad’s body finally caught up with the death of his mind, she might not feel bound to Portland any more. Or cities anywhere, really, let alone the Cities with their diminishing citadels of wealth and privilege.

The forests had their attractions, even to an urban child like herself. Once she was an orphan, once Dad’s body had gone the way of his spirit and there was no one left to be proud of her, even if just in memory …

Mindy wrenched her thoughts back to the subject at hand. The datamat was mocking her. This case was forty years old, and had never been much of one to start with. Victim had no data trail or ID, even by the standards of the time. There was no body. An anonymous complaint from deep within the Greenie community, that would have gone ignored except for the three more that had rolled in that same autumn around the time of a major bombing. Not to mention the fact that some Big Money had focused on the same missing-but-nonexistent person long enough to leave a data trail of its own.

So, basically, a man who’d never existed walked into an invisible city on the slopes of Mt. Hood, and got himself killed after a couple of weeks of food, singing and hot sex, leaving no body behind afterward.

“This is retarded.” She slapped the table so hard her French fries jumped as the cracked oval stoneware plate beneath them rattled. Her burger remained slumped, damp, and meaty, inert as such things should be. “Why was this ever a case at all?”

More to the point, she wondered why it had floated to the top of the very, very deep and scummy pool of cold case files that were the shame and sorrow of any modern police department. Cascadia LEC was no exception.

The comment wrapper on the file was sufficiently cryptic to be a masterwork of plausible deniability. ‘Min—Big Money’s back on this one. Paid hit? Or unlucky hit man? Check out C-City. – F.’

Lieutenant Franklin was an ass, but he was her ass. Sort-of dirty in the free donuts and blowjobs way of most cops, but not on the take for anything important except maybe politics. Mindy liked doing cold case work for him because he mostly left her alone and nobody ever tried to buy her off. She didn’t even do the free donuts. And Dad would never have understood if she’d gone on the take.

Money, it was always about following the money.

Mindy poked through the associated files, trying to figure which Big Money had been suspected of involvement in the bombings forty years ago, and why there could possibly be any connection today. The banking system was no great shakes, to put it mildly, and she couldn’t imagine anyone keeping a functional financial account in the same damned place for four decades, and using it for nefarious purposes the entire time.

Not these days, when wine-backed barter certificates were better currency than government coinage, and more stores in what had been the western United States honored Euros, yen or yuan than took Uncle Sam’s dollars.

She called up Franklin on her phone’s fob, then tapped her earbud to make the call.

He answered on the second ring. “Yo.”

“What the hell is this?” Mindy didn’t bother to keep the cranky out of her voice.

“Detective Fleischer. Always a pleasure speaking to you.” His voice crackled with false bonhomie.

“Forty-year-old dead files, and not even a body?”

“Almost four dozen bodies as I recall,” Franklin replied. Neither of them had even been born yet when the Cascadiopolis bombing had gone down.

“You know what I mean. Some bullshit financial data is all I got, and a note from you to go take a hike in the forest.”

“You’ve cracked cases starting from less.”

“Yeah, well.” He had her number—vanity. Cold case work was hard. There were rarely any suspects to sweat, and witnesses had a way of dying off or forgetting between the crime and the questioning. It was more research than cop work. And she was good at it.

“Look, these financials are more interesting than meets the eye.” She heard some faint noises over the connection, like he was pulling up data. “That forty-year-old transaction was an anonymous wire transfer out of Hong Kong, originating from the old HSBC.”

“Hong Kong and Shanghai Banking Corporation.” Mindy was impressed in spite of herself. “They were damned near a sovereign entity in its own right, back in the day.”

“Yep. Heavy iron finance.” Franklin paused, reading something. “The money landed in a Portland credit union for bearer pickup tied to an encryption key. Bank security imaging at this end was worthless at identifying the bagman, apparently a Muslim female in a very conservative burka.”

“Yeah.” Mindy poked her datamat. “Image is here. Could be anyone under all that black.”

“Our new catch, such as it is, appears to be another anonymous wire transfer.”

“From …?”

“The Pearl River Islamic Bank. Says here that’s one of HSBC’s successor institutions.”

“Oh, really?” Mindy paused at the coincidence of the burka from decades earlier and the source of the money that had come through three days ago to a financial co-op in Portland’s troubled Southeast sector. Why had the transaction been flagged at all? “And we just happened to pull it up?”

“Sometimes you get lucky.” Either Franklin didn’t know, or he wouldn’t give. Nothing in the datamat’s files was going to tell her why either. “Hasn’t been picked up, either,” he added. “Crypto analytics says the public key on this one had been generated from the same seed as the public key on the HSBC transfer back in 2031.”

Crypto probably courtesy of Edgewater these days, she thought bitterly. The odds of the same public key being a coincidence were somewhere around the odds of Mindy being named the next Tooth Fairy.

Someone, or something, had woken up after half a lifetime’s sleep.

“Anything else on that?” she asked.

“You got it all. I’ll send you the rest of these financials.” He hung up at that—no good-byes, not for Franklin. Moments later the datamat flagged the new files.

Mindy put in a request for monitoring of the banking co-op’s premises and remote access tunnels. She knew perfectly well that would be prioritized for action sometime two or three years from now, given available resources and the utter lack of urgency about cold cases. Still, it was proper procedure.

Whatever this case was really about, it had to involve politics. Until that came to her unavoidable attention, she was going to assume that was the lieutenant’s problem. Went with his pay grade and job description better than hers, at any rate.

In the meantime, she could ‘check out C-City’, as Franklin’s wrapper note had urged. Cascadiopolis, abandoned Green dream on the slopes of Mt. Hood. Not failed, not at all, for the Green daughter-cities now famously stretched from the Brooks Range to the Sierra Madre Occidental. An independent, invisible country without name or borders, crossing the old national boundaries of the original NAFTA member states like smoke from a forest fire.

But their mother city had been destroyed forty years ago, not so long after the alleged murder of the alleged nonexistent man. An unmarked spot in the forests on the lower slopes of Mt. Hood, it shouldn’t be hard to find, if you had patience, good boots and a willingness to share the forest with bears, mountain lions and half-crazed dope growers toting automatic weapons.

After paying for her food with a crumpled handful of winos, Mindy went out to her truck, a fuel-cell conversion from an ancient-but-indestructible Mercedes Unimog. The vehicle didn’t move very fast, but it had enough torque to tow a building, or climb short cliffs. And was almost literally bulletproof, which was always an asset in law enforcement.

Usually someone, somewhere, wanted cold cases to stay cold. In this case, the someone was likely at a safe distance in the somewhere known as Hong Kong, but if they were sending money into Cascadia, it logically followed they had agents here.

Seated in the cab of her truck, Mindy checked all her weapons one by one – riot pistol, needler, stickynet grenades and taser—before setting the old beast humming to life for the long, slow climb into the dying forests.

•  •  •

Children’s jump rope rhyme, collected in Gresham, Oregon, summer of 2042 by the University of Washington Contemporary Folklife Project:

Tygre, Tygre, burning bright
All the Greenies have taken flight
Your hidden city flames at night
Tygre, Tygre, set it right

•  •  •

Social capital is perhaps the greatest of soft path technologies

He awoke, dreaming of Asset Tau. So far as Crown knew, the man was dead these forty years. He’d never met Asset Tau face-to-face, but Asset Chi’s after-action reports from that particular operation had been stark to the point of fanaticism. What he’d been able to steal or buy out of Cascadiopolis archives later on had only confirmed Asset Chi’s assertions, while deepening the mystery of Tygre Tygre to the point of myth.

Even for William Silas Crown, empiricist, atheist and pessimist.

He’d believed in little throughout his long life except money, greed and the profound cupidity of human beings. Crown would be damned if he was going to get religion on his deathbed. But the myth of Tygre had haunted him for decades.

Crown didn’t believe in myth, either, but he could put his money where his spirit seemed tempted to go. Hence the J. Appleseed Foundation, a project of the decades since. Something of a bet against himself, given the nature of the work Crown Enterprises, LLC had for the most part engaged in—shoring up the old economic system, looking for ways to restore the primacy of capital and the concomitant social benefits.

Except capital had gone from primacy to primate shit over the years, and the concomitant social benefits had taken a long walk off a short, oil-soaked, storm-lashed pier. Restorationism had grown less and less attractive, less and less interesting.

Maybe the Greens had been right all along. He’d been willing enough to invest in their soft path technologies, on those occasions when the IP could be captured. Greens tended to view open source as a panacea, which was idiotic—who could possibly profit from that? Not even the IP creators themselves.

But maybe they weren’t such idiots.

“Can I ever leave this room again?” he asked aloud. A not-quite-rhetorical question.

Hubbard responded first. “Is your remaining alive a necessary condition?”

“Alive, conscious and self-aware,” Crown specified.

Heinlein laughed, another of its overprogrammed eccentricities. When had the expert systems become so much like Crown himself? “Do you plan to survive the trip?”

“Only long enough to reach my destination.”

Hubbard again: “What is the desired destination?”

“Cascadiopolis.” Crown was overtaken by a coughing fit. “Or one of the …” Breathe, breathe, breathe! “… daughter-cities.”

“Ciudad St. Helens is the closest known daughter-city,” Hubbard said after a moment.

“Could I make it there?” Crown asked, his pulse quickening.

“You would have about a seventy percent chance of arriving dead or further incapacitated,” said Heinlein. “That is a first-order approximation assuming an armored mobile ICU, no serious traffic interruptions or road violence, and your continued medical stability.”

“Right.” Crown didn’t even have the energy to be disappointed. He was never getting out of this room. “I want to talk to someone from J. Appleseed.” He paused for a long, slow series of ragged breaths. “In person.”

“Your contact with the Foundation has always been heavily screened,” Kornbluth reminded him.

“I don’t care. I’m dying, and they’ll soon have enough money to buy all the privacy they need.”

“Anyone in particular?”

“Who’s that old terrorist they keep around?” Another pause for breath, then he gathered headway for the next sentence. “The one they treat like an oracle.”

“Perhaps you refer to the gentleman known as Bashar,” said Kornbluth. “J. Appleseed does not ‘keep him around’, though he is retainered handsomely from Foundation funds. Your description of him as an oracle is likely somewhat apt.”

“Where is … Bashar …?” They’d met briefly, Crown and Bashar, forty years ago the one time he’d visited Cascadiopolis. By coincidence—or perhaps not—two days before the bombing. The city was already emptying when Crown had gone there.

“Somewhere else.” Kornbluth sounded strangely reluctant for an expert system. “Bashar is a person of permanent interest to Cascadia LEC, but he is a very experienced Green, and passes through most of the surveillance nets without registering.”

“In other words … no one knows where he is.”

“Two days ago, Bashar tripped a monitor in Damascus, Oregon.”

“Here?” Crown was not often surprised these days. Damascus was a Willamette Valley farming town not far east of Portland. “He’s not in Seattle?” The J. Appleseed Foundation kept its main offices and core assets in Seattle and surrounds.

Kornbluth had no answer to such a null query, but Heinlein spoke up. “He’s quite possibly headed to the remains of Cascadiopolis.”

“Why?” Crown asked.

Unfortunately, that question had no discernible answer.

“Sir,” Kornbluth spoke up. “Sir. We may have some answers on why Patriot, Inc. has been attaching assets to the J. Appleseed Foundation.”

“Answers?” Crown laughed, a slow, wheezing gasp. “And here I thought … my life was made of … questions.”

•  •  •

Nothing had torque like an electric-drive Mercedes truck. Mindy proceeded with agonizing slowness up an old logging road that was well on its way to being a gully. The rewilding crews had taken out OR-224 a year earlier, which had made even the nominally easy part of the drive rather a bitch. And that was before the deep woods. Eventually she’d run of out roadbed, then out of traversable wilderness. For now, she trundled onward. Her inertial navigator—no GPS backtrace for Raymond Fleischer’s little girl—had her on a questionable route toward the probable location of Cascadiopolis. And whatever it was Franklin thought she might find walking the ground where the bombing had happened all those years ago.

Admittedly, all routes were questionable up here, either long abandoned logging and fire roads, or leading towards little dells full of pot and gun-toting neo-hippies. Who looked and smelled a lot like Greens, admittedly, until the bullet caught you in the braincase, if you were lucky; or the kneecap if you were unlucky.

She had a South African riot pistol on the seat against such eventualities. Basically a bastard cross between a Tommy gun and a twelve-gauge, the weapon was quite capable of shredding an entire offensive line at a range of three or four meters, and utterly worthless past about ten meters.

Who the hell could see in a straight line any further ten meters in these woods, anyway?

Still, what she sought was tucked into a ridgeline somewhere between Estacada and Welches. That meant a lot of country. The in-nav was programmed with the best data Cascadia LEC had on the area, but it wasn’t much. The cops ignored the dope growers so long as the dope growers only shot at each other. Kill a tourist, different story.

Unfortunately she wasn’t a tourist, either.

Being a cop was a shitty job even on a decent day, but she usually knew who the bad guys were, the rules weren’t too hard to understand, and she was doing good in the world. The cold case work, well, hadn’t someone once said justice delayed was justice denied? She undenied justice for people who were otherwise beyond help. And really, for the sake of her Dad.

As the Unimog churned through some deep mud under an overhanging stand of blackberries, Mindy contemplated some of the places cold case work had brought her. Three bodies at the bottom of an abandoned missile silo outside Moses Lake, Washington; from two completely different case files at that. The double-header had earned her years of jokes, and grudging respect, in Cascadia LEC’s Portland field office out of which she was nominally based. The Chimney Bandit, courtesy of poetic justice stuck at long last in his favorite entry route—he’d had his rape toys in his satchel as he’d struggled and screamed and starved, only to be found down a deep, sooty brick-lined hole by Mindy four years after the fact. The pair of escaped murderers living for however many years inside the wreck of the LNG tanker Globus Red Velvet just off Cape Disappointment.

And plenty of trips through the deep woods for one reason or another. Cascadia west of the rain shadow was basically nothing but deep woods, even in these hot, hot years. But this trip was different. She was chasing history, not a perp. Not to mention peering into one of the wellsprings of what it meant to be Green today.

Temptation? Curiosity? Her reasons were surely mixed, but coming out here was about more than a cold case file, even one as famous as this bombing. Dad would have approved, she thought.

Her truck groaned over a ridge and onto a slope that was more gravel than mud. Mindy let go of the riot pistol to wrestle the wheel, lest she roll it into the yawning ditch just to her left.

Trap?

Or just bad road …

•  •  •

Half a day later, and perhaps twenty-five kilometers as the crow staggered, Mindy was as close as four wheels were going to get her. The stumps of an ancient trestle bridge were barely visible in a small canyon at her feet, while behind her stretched a suspiciously level stretch of forest floor that smacked of railroad right-of-way. The ridge beyond the canyon showed evidence of a decades-old burn.

Now if she could only find the remains of the trilithon, the old ‘Granite Gate’, Mindy would know for certain she was in the right place.

She armed herself copiously, then locked the Unimog and after brief thought activated the truck’s antipersonnel defenses. Illegal in pretty much every municipality in North America, out here in the haunted woods the combination of high voltage discharge and knee-level planar explosives were a simple safety precaution.

Unless, of course, it was her running for the truck and too busy either panicking or returning fire to remember to disarm the damned things.

Life is choice, she thought. Death is just a poor choice.

With that cheerful thought, Mindy slipped the truck’s remote into her belt pouch, and scrambled down into the canyon along a game trail. She could get back up, but not if she was being attacked. The other side was no better, though a couple of bent, rusted stanchions testified that there had once been a ladder or at least a permanent climbing rope there. After some careful testing, she used them for support on the way up.

The far side was a mess of Scotch broom and the ubiquitous blackberries, which made for hellish walking. She wasn’t equipped or in the mood to burn them out, so Mindy relied on her heavy-duty smartfiber pants, capaciously pocketed as they were, and her monstrous, steel-toed boots to get her through. So long as the damned canes didn’t rise too far above her waist, she’d be okay.

After about ten minutes of thrashing about, she found the remains of the trilithon that had once served as Cascadiopolis’ front door, so to speak. There couldn’t be two of these damned things out here, not with three-meter slabs of quarried basalt. Someone had meant to make a statement, back in the day. Somewhere between that day and this one, the stone structure had collapsed to one side like a high school shop project gone bad.

Cascadiopolis! she thought. Oookay. I’m here. Now what?

She knew the answer to that. Up the hill, into the burn, to see what could be seen of the vanished city. And whatever the hell it was she was supposed looking for here there.

•  •  •

Forty years after the fact, the blasts that had taken out Cascadiopolis had left its legacy in the form of aspens, thin, fast-growing pines and several square kilometers of ferny growth laced with more damned blackberries. Douglas firs and their almost-as-towering cousins such as the Sitka spruce would someday crowd out this sunny community, but they were yet young, slender and short; still growing slowly and patiently. Slower than might have been true a century earlier, thanks to rainfall shifts. Eventually not growing at all, if what was left of the climate science community was to be believed.

A few decades of academic purges and fatal lynchings by ‘real Americans’ hadn’t shut up the climatologists, but it had made them as cautious as the evolutionary biologists. Given her experiences being a cop, Mindy knew she shouldn’t be amazed by the degree to which passionate belief trumped observable reality, but still she was. She’d worked enough murders to long since have given up any notion of divine grace in the world, but for some people the fires and droughts and economic collapses were welcome signs of some imminent-but-never-quite-yet-here miracle to be celebrated. Sometimes the dead were easier to deal with than the living.

For herself, Mindy knew she’d settle, as always, for the miracle of living another day. Or if she was really ambitious, for the miracle of talking to her dad’s mind instead of his broken body, one last time.

Whatever had hit Cascadiopolis had hit it hard. The old Doug firs were still around as charred nurse logs, or anchoring embankments built up by soil slippage in the first few years when this place had still been bare and smoldering. Their stumps were huge, splinters worn away by four decades of weathering.

Had the Greenies who built this place lived in the trees? She figured there might be caves or even a lava tube along the basalt ridge that poked out ahead of her.

Mindy trudged further up the hill, her thoughts a potpourri of musings on ecology, religion and the state of mankind’s putative soul. When she stopped for breath and to look around, someone pressed a gun barrel behind her ear and whispered in a hoarse voice, “Let’s none of us be foolish, shall we?”

Her riot pistol dropped from her grip into the trillium at her feet. “We think alike,” she said, wondering just how stupid one cop could be.

•  •  •

Private report to William Silas Crown, submitted on the second anniversary of the Cascadiopolis bombing, later released to the archives of the Lundquist College of Business at the University of Oregon:

Cascadiopolis was most likely wiped out by orbital kinetics, extensions of the so-called “Star Wars” technology suite. Analysis weights this as an 87% probability. Based on forensic measurements at the site and downwind, there is a nearly zero probability that nuclear weapons were deployed, though the reader should take note of the unverified so-called “clean bombs” allegedly developed jointly by the State of Israel and their Republika Caucasus allies during the 2020s. The main alternative option is air-launched conventional explosives, but there is no radar trace or other evidence of this.

The larger problem with analyzing the destruction of Cascadiopolis, as well as the similar destruction at Three Fingered Jack in the same time frame, is the absolute lack of identifiable actors. The United States Air Force did not deploy any identifiable orbital assets during that period. At the time of the bombing, at least nine state actors and five private actors possessed known orbital kinetic capability, but no deployments have been identified. The only reasonable conclusion is an attack by an unregistered satellite operated by a discreet actor. Best estimates for “ghost hardware” range from five to fifteen percent of the Earth’s artificial satellite cloud, which renders identification by process of elimination nugatory.

Method has been identified, in other words, to no avail. With orbital assets, opportunity is limited only by the hardware’s surface footprint. Motive is the sole remaining thread to be followed. As there are few state or private actors without colorable motives to attack a Green initiative so important and subversive as Cascadiopolis has proven to be, this would be like trying to follow a single thread through a carpet factory.

•  •  •

Capital is the beast that shouted “profit” at the heart of the world

“Of course it’s political,” said Crown, exasperation lending him unaccustomed energy. “Everything is political, or economic, or both.”

“Naturally, sir.” Kornbluth was slipping into what Crown thought of as ‘suck-up mode.’ The expert system did that when it didn’t like the fact pattern in hand. Well, not ‘hand’ exactly …

His mind was wandering again. Damn the drugs. Why couldn’t he just die with a clear head, like he’d lived?

Questions, questions.

Heinlein and Hubbard had been uncharacteristically silent through this conversation, at least so far. Kornbluth spoke up again. “There is a connection through Senator Rodriguez.”

“Greens, Greens and more Greens.” Crown paused for breath. “It’s a fucking salad around here.”

“We believe that Patriot, Inc. is acting to subvert the Senator’s authority through a minor scandal involving her son and a Christian terrorist group.”

“What does that have to do … with the J. Appleseed … Foundation?”

“J. Appleseed has been merging the Cascadiopolis model of neourbanism with the Stochasticist model that has been prospering in the Rust Belt since the 2020s.”

“Their town reclamation initiative?”

“That is what they tell the media, yes. One division of J. Appleseed takes a more, well, mystical approach.”

“Why don’t I know this?” Crown demanded.

“Because you’ve remained very hands off with respect to the Foundation.”

Heinlein finally spoke up. “You know it now, sir.”

“I’ve been funding mysticism?” He launched into a coughing fit, which took a bit of time to settle back out. “Heddlebrook is more my style.”

When things were finally quiet again, Kornbluth resumed speaking. “Heddlebrook is a project out of a different path of money and philosophy. You have had no involvement there, sir. As for J. Appleseed, they use the words of Bashar as something between scripture and a tactics manual. Bashar himself claims only to speak for Tygre, the martyr of Cascadiopolis.”

“Asset Tau,” muttered Crown.

“Precisely.”

A thought occurred to him. “Did we ever find any way to tie the bombing to Tygre?”

“Appendix C of the final report addresses that.” Kornbluth paused. “You read that thirty-eight years ago, sir.”

“I know, I know.” Crown waved away the words, one paper-skinned hand trailing the tubes that not even the most modern medicine had been able to dispense with. “I mean since then.”

“That entire affair has remained remarkably resistant to our inquiries, regardless of the leverage we have employed.”

“Nobody knows nothing,” Hubbard added. Heinlein just laughed.

“Everybody leaks. The government. The military. Corporatists.” He paused for breath. “Hell, I can find out what the Pope had for breakfast if I want to.”

“She enjoyed shirred eggs with Polish sausage,” Heinlein said.

“Right.” Crown closed his eyes and gathered his thoughts. Who the hell ate shirred eggs these days? Besides the Pope, obviously. “Patriot, Inc. We were speaking of Patriot, Inc., not Asset Tau.”

“J. Appleseed is using the soft path technology model as a method of social engineering, bringing the Green experiment back into the mainstream from the bottom up. Patriot, Inc. is attached to J. Appleseed ostensibly to provide political and security consulting in the face of opposition from a loose confederation of revanchists, Millennialists and Real American militias here in the Northwest. All of whom oppose both J. Appleseed’s goals and methods.”

“Town reclamation. Giving people purpose and hope.”

Heinlein again: “Some people would rather that you die for their beliefs than that they re-examine those beliefs.”

The curse of conservatism, thought Crown. People with otherwise sensible ideas who saddled themselves with the Myth of the Golden Age. He was sufficiently self-aware to recognize the irony being of a lifelong Restorationist. “If we could only bring Reagan and Palin … back from the dead … as a joint ticket, they’d be the messiahs of that lot.”

“As may be,” said Kornbluth, which was the expert system’s way of telling Crown it had no idea what he was talking about. “First order analysis is that Patriot, Inc. is using J. Appleseed as cover to undermine Green politicians. Senator Rodriguez is the current prime target. Second order analysis suggests that Patriot, Inc. and its sympathizers would be quite pleased to see the Green experiment fail, for larger social and political reasons. We do not believe they are currently seeking to destroy the J. Appleseed Foundation, but that would likely be a target of opportunity should circumstances permit.”

“All right.” Crown thought it over for a while, until he nearly fell asleep. “I want to see Bashar in person, and I want to know who is paying for the Patriot, Inc. contract at J. Appleseed.” Were his expert systems aware that he’d once before met the Green terrorist?

“I will see if we can contact Bashar through the Foundation,” said Kornbluth. “As for the Patriot, Inc. contract with the J. Appleseed Foundation, you funded it, sir.”

“Also through the Foundation, you mean?”

“No, as a direct expense for your political lobbying efforts.”

Crown sat up, which hurt like crazy. The edges of his vision reddened. “When did I ever authorize that?”

•  •  •

Her captor wasn’t a neo-hippie. Not likely so, anyway. Anywhere near the pot plantations, they just shot first and never bothered to ask questions later. He marched her up the hill toward the ridge exposed by the old burn, gun at her back, but Mindy still hadn’t seen him. Just the odd voice and the slow pace. He might be old, he might be ill, he might be young and healthy and just faking it to lull her.

“I’m not doing anything up here you care about,” she ventured.

At first, the only answer was a laugh. Then, a few paces later, “What could you know about what I care about?”

Still with the old man’s voice.

“You care about something here badly enough to take an armed woman hostage,” Mindy said, thinking quickly. Being on the cold case squad meant most of her suspects were files, or corpses, or both; she’d not had a lot of practical experience in talking away loaded weapons. “But I didn’t come to take anything away or leave anything here. I just came to look.”

“Read about it in a book, did you?” The cynicism in his voice would have been heartbreaking, under other circumstances.

“Actually, no, I’m trying to find a dead man.”

The crunch of his feet stopped. She made another step, then stopped as well. No point in rushing ahead, he’d just shoot her in the back. If he wanted to.

“There are dead men in every graveyard between here and British Columbia. Notably easy to find.”

“Not in my line of work,” Mindy said. She wondered if she should turn and confront her captor. “Some people die without a funeral. Or justice.” The words sounded silly when she said them aloud, but Mindy really meant them, whether this yahoo believed her or not.

He shifted from cynicism to sarcasm. “What’s a cop doing up here, really?”

Now she did turn, slowly, with her arms out from her sides. “Hoping to bring a little justice to the dead.”

Whatever she was expecting, her captor was not it. Dressed in well-worn khaki pants almost a century out of fashion and a homespun, undyed cotton shirt, and sandals, of all things, he was old. Really old. Not just rode-hard-and-put-up-wet old. The weight of years had made paper of dark skin that must have once been like leather. His hair was thick, the color of old ivory. But his eyes told most of the story.

It was her woman’s instincts, her human instincts, not her cop instincts, that told her this man had carried a wound most of his life. His heart was scarred and she could see the seams in the gleaming brown of his sharp-eyed gaze.

He was also carrying a carbon-fiber pistol that would pass through a metal detector like a breeze. Mindy would have bet the propellant was something exotic enough to fool sniffers. The bore at the muzzle was a convincing argument in its own right as well. Being shot by that weapon wasn’t going to be an hour on the table and twelve stitches to get over.

The old man gave her a long, slow look; the kind a mountain lion gives a deer, then holstered his weapon. He pulled her riot pistol from the back of his belt and handed it to her, butt-first.

Mindy took it carefully, noting from the weight it was still loaded. This man was either a complete idiot, or truly without fear.

No contest on that choice.

“Mindanao Fleischer. I work cold cases for Cascadia LEC.”

“Sworn officer? Or contractor?”

That was a perceptive question. It meant, ‘can you be bought off?’ Cops had their price, like everyone, but it tended to be quite different for the floaters than it was for the badges. “Sworn. Nine years now. Made detective two years ago.”

“Started right out of school, huh?” He grinned, and she could see a dangerous charm under the tough exterior, a charm that had probably only sharpened with age. “Bashar.”

“Just Bashar?” she asked. “Most people have more than one name. There’s a spot on the forms for it, you know.”

“It will not surprise you that I never was one for forms.”

After a long moment, memory tickled her. “You’re the Bashar, aren’t you? Security Director for Cascadiopolis. You ran field ops for the daughter cities for years after the bombing here.”

He grunted. “Wasn’t any good out on the lines, not after what happened here. But I knew more than anybody. Maybe even about Tygre.”

“He’s my case. Unresolved death of a man who may not have existed.”

Bashar shifted his weight, as if he were thinking of jumping her after all. Or possibly just had bad joints. “After forty years, who in Cascadia LEC cares about that?”

“I’ve been wondering the same damned thing. That’s why I’m investigating. Find an answer or two here, I might find out who’s asking questions.”

After a long silence, Bashar came to some inner conclusion. “He was real. More real than you or me. And he died here, at a lot of hands.”

“Why?” Mindy asked, though she knew sometimes that was the most pointless question of all in a murder investigation.

“Because he was too real.” The old man settled, as if his entire body were sighing. “That’s the one thing people can’t stand. Being shown how little they matter, how little they’ve actually accomplished. How unreal they are.”

She knew without asking that Bashar was speaking for himself. Her, too, maybe. It was why she’d gone into police work, in way. To be real. Cold cases just kept her away from the creepy stupidity of everyday criminal life.

Bashar had found reality in a different way. Once, he’d been one of the most dangerous anarcho-terrorists on the West Coast. She’d bet an entire paycheck there were dozens of warrants, pick-up orders and bounties on this man. And still he’d lived to be, what, eighty? Still dangerous, too, but clearly something about meeting Tygre forty years ago had changed this man deeply.

“I don’t know about real,” she said. “I know about dead people and old crimes. Sometimes. If I’m lucky.”

“You are lucky. You have a purpose.” He smiled again, that deadly charm leaching across his face once more. “I’ll show you Tygre’s grave if you want. But no disinterment. Don’t even try to take that one to a judge.”

He didn’t bother to make a threat. She understood that much. “Show me,” Mindy said, her voice soft. “Please.”

They trudged up the hill together now, paces matching. Like her, Bashar carried a pack. It was small, but knowing his reputation, this man could live for months out of whatever he carried with him. For a moment, she could almost imagine she was walking with her Dad, who had also been a violent, strange man with unexpected depths and a core of loving kindness underneath all the emotional barbed wire. Though she doubted Bashar had ever been accused of loving kindness. Still, something was in there that hadn’t just vented her head with a bullet and gone onward, as she suspected this man would have done without thought before crossing paths with Tygre.

“I have a theory,” Bashar announced as they pressed through yet another stand of Scotch broom. “Whoever sent Tygre to us also bombed us.”

The Cascadiopolis bombing was the mother of all cold case files for Cascadia LEC. The only reason the death toll was estimated in the dozens was the near-total evacuation of the city in the week before fire had rained down from the sky. Tygre had virtually vanished from awareness except as an old file, but squad rooms and restaurant booths had heard plenty of speculation about the bombing over the years.

“Why did you all leave Cascadiopolis?” she asked. “Why did almost everyone survive?”

“We never left Cascadiopolis. We took it with us. The city is an idea, not a place.”

She could actually understand that, almost. “Then why did you leave this place?”

“Because of Tygre.” Bashar slowed his steps, stared up at the basalt ridge. At this distance, the hexagonal columns were obvious, as if the rock had been carved by the giants of Nod before the beginning of the world. “He showed us the way, and we slew him for it.”

An old snatch of song slid through Mindy’s head. “Prepare ye the way of the Lord.”

“No,” he said. “Not that at all. So much … more.” Bashar led her into a stand of small pines at the foot of the ridge. “We’re almost here.”

Her cop’s instincts wondered about the ‘we’ who had slain Tygre. Murder or sacrifice? The law did not distinguish.

She followed Bashar into the shadows, wondering if the light would ever look the same.

•  •  •

2070 Annual Report to the Cascadia/Western Conference of Governors, Mayors and Political Executives:

There are clearly connections between the Cascadiopolis daughter-cities and the urban reclamation efforts of the Cascadian governments and corporate citizens. Though no official relationships exist, and the unofficial relationships are by their very nature difficult to document, the underlying sociology and design philosophy behind settlements such as Heddlebrook, and the associated rewilding efforts, could have come straight out of the Green movement’s hidden cities movement. Some observers have speculated on a ‘hiding in plain sight’ strategy, a particularly audacious application of the purloined letter principle, but the likelihood of such an effort remaining undetected is staggeringly low, unless one is willing to posit extremes of economic and political influence that seem at best quite unlikely to remain as deeply hidden as they would have to be if they existed.

In short, we would know.

Would we not?

•  •  •

Nerves kill more operatives than the enemy does

It turned out Crown had authorized a series of transactions of which he had no recollection. He raged for a while, ineffectually given his level of energy and focus, then sulked.

“The drugs can’t be this bad.”

Heinlein had mostly taken him on during the tantrum. “Your memory is not what it used to be.”

“I know, but I didn’t spend … six million Euros … over three months in my damned … sleep.”

“It does seem strange. Not to mention which six months ago your medication load was quite different.”

Crown dredged a medical phrase up from the depths of his memory. “Retrograde amnesia?” Deep breath, then, “I don’t think so.”

He considered the problem for a little while. The expert systems remained silent, the medical machinery whirred softly—he’d had the audible alarms disconnected two months ago, when the beeping had reached a level approaching madness. “You have my verbal authorizations … on file for all those listed expenditures.” Seventeen transactions, ranging from questionable to outright improbable.

“Of course,” said Kornbluth.

“Play them for me now.”

A long silence ensued. Eventually Kornbluth spoke again. “There seems to be a problem with file retrieval on the verbal authorizations.”

Ah ha. “Play my verbal’s … for all other authorizations …” he ran out of air, gasping through a shallow tightening in his chest. After struggling for a minute or so, Crown finished his sentence. “… during the same time period.”

His own voice echoed through the room, reeling off names, dates, numbers, payees. It was an audio collage of Crown’s business decisions, as clear a set of tracks as left by any prey in the woods.

When the last recording ended, he asked, “How many transactions?”

“One hundred and six, exclusive of the seventeen originally under discussion.”

“How many of them … had file retrieval … problems?”

“None, sir.” If Kornbluth had been human, it would have been sweating bullets right now. Crown was virtually certain he heard a tension in the expert system’s voice, though he figured he was anthropomorphizing again.

“We’ve been hacked,” he said.

Deep breath. Crown kept protocols even for this. Especially for this. He’d switched to expert systems after his primary assistant and several of his staff had betrayed him to an assassination plot back at the time of the Cascadiopolis bombing. Crown had had a long time to consider security risks.

“Kornbluth. Hubbard. Heinlein.” Another deep breath. Voice recognition was part of this trigger. He had to get the key phrase out in a single pass, without coughing or choking or trailing off. “I tell you three times, initiate Protocol Beria, on my personal authority.”

A profound silence followed. Expert systems, even of the class he employed running on quantum hardware with obscene amounts of both processor capacity and storage, were not considered truly self-aware by the people who worked in computer science departments, or the people who worked in psychology departments. Crown knew from conversation that, put in so many words, the high-end expert systems had their own view of the question.

He’d just hit the big, red reset button on all three of his expert systems, and put each of them to auditing one of the others. It was something between a mindrape and a killing insult, from their point of view.

Which was too god-damned bad, because someone had misdirected six million Euros of his money through a hack so good that it had subverted his staff of expert systems, either directly or indirectly. His best hope was that only one of them had betrayed him.

Crown would have gotten up out of the bed right then and walked out, trailing IVs and monitors, if he’d anywhere to go, anyone to go to.

Who? Why?

His money had been used for tasks similar to the Patriot, Inc. contract. Twisting his own intents and long-term goals in favor of a certain conservative, anti-Green bent that was close to Crown’s own views. He had long described himself as “not pro-Green”, a rather different thing than active opposition. Such relatively subtle distortions had avoided calling immediate attention to the spending items. Crown was rich, very rich, and the money absolutely had a life of its own that half a dozen full-time accountants were employed to manage and maintain. Six million Euros wasn’t even a significant portion of his fortune, ultimately, or even his cash reserves.

The sting wasn’t in the loss of the money, it was in the betrayal.

His first instinct was to blame Edgewater, or its subsidiary, Patriot, but neither the security company nor the political consultants needed Crown’s money, and neither of them had sufficient motive to compromise him so deeply. Not that he was aware of. Not such as to merit the risk of unleashing the wrath that would descend once he found the appropriate target.

Besides, that was too easy. This was a subtle attack, one that would have ultimately undermined his personal credibility. He was up against a subtle actor. Someone who left very few traces.

“Sir.” It was Heinlein, the expert system’s voice stripped of the verbal eccentricities that had characterized it for so many years. “Protocol Beria has been concluded.”

“What have we discovered?” Crown asked, his voice set tight.

•  •  •

The gravestone was almost invisible. Local basalt, ash-blackened and covered with creepers, it could have been a very small, oddly regular boulder propped beneath the young trees at the foot of the rocky ridge. A hot wind eddied around them, as if seeking a place to lay its fingers. It carried the flinty scent of rock exposed to sun, and dirt with too little moisture. The death of forests, in other words.

Bashar knelt, his knees popping so loudly that Mindy winced at the sound. He tugged the creepers away from the gravestone so she could see the whole face.

The edges were irregular, still shaped as they had come from the quarry, so the whole thing possessed an asymmetrical silhouette. The face had been cut down smooth and even, and likely polished, though blast ash and forty years of standing in the wilderness made that hard to be sure of.

What puzzled Mindy was that the headstone was blank, except for an elegantly carved flame inset in the top quarter of it.

“No name or dates,” she said.

Bashar looked up at her with tears in his ageing eyes. “If you have to ask whose grave this is, you don’t need to know.” His fingers brushed across the bas-relief flame. “He burned bright in the forests of our night.” The old man stood up. “So long as you’re being a cop, you might as well know there’s three bodies in that grave. Two young women died with him.”

“Not from the bombing?” She knew it was a stupid question as soon as the words left her lips. No one was up here burying after the bombing. And besides, the headstone had obviously been here already when the flames had come.

“Bullets had to be used on him,” Bashar said distantly, obviously lost in memory. “No one would do it up close and personal. The girls died of knife wounds.”

Mindy had conducted enough interrogations to recognize the significance of Bashar’s transition to passive voice. There was a notable lack of agency in his description of the deaths.

“You killed him, didn’t you?” she asked, finding an unexpected well of sympathy for this man who was a few words away from being a self-confessed murderer.

“No one else would, and it had to be done.” Still, Bashar was far away. “He practically made us do it.”

“And not even thirty pieces of silver for your fee.”

The old man gave her an odd look. Then: “No, our fee was life. Expansion. He gave us courage and purpose. There are over three dozen daughter-cities of Cascadiopolis now. We never would have moved so swiftly, expanded so widely, if Tygre hadn’t pushed us out.”

“No,” Mindy said drily, “you would have all died in the bombing.”

Bashar looked back at the gravestone, his hand still touching the carved flame. “Well, yes. Tygre saved us from that, too.”

He seemed almost mystical now, so close to his dead hero, and honest in a fashion she doubted she’d hear from him again. Not this canny old fighter. “Who did it?” She kept her voice soft, safe, trying not to rouse him from this state. “Who did the bombing?”

“I’ve asked myself that question every day for forty years.” He stood, grunting, and seemed to come back into himself. Bashar’s stance now signaled wariness, alertness, danger. To her surprise, he continued talking. “I may even have found some answers, though I doubt anyone will believe me.”

“It’s a cold case, too. I’ll drop the murder investigation—” Now that I have a murderer in hand. “—if you’ll give me some help on the bombing.”

“Trade three corpses for forty-six?” He laughed, utterly without humor.

“Is that a precise death toll? Cascadia LEC never did pin it down.”

“Per our census, yes. There may have been a handful unaccounted for otherwise, since Cascadiopolis never performed the sort of tracking and registration that the Cities do.”

“Listen, I’m a cop and I don’t like ubiquitous surveillance.” She snorted. “Now they’re banding birds and seeding dust-cams across farmland. Give it another ten years and nothing will be able to fart between Anchorage and Yreka without somebody official knowing about it.”

“And people say the world’s ended.” Bashar managed that comment without a trace of irony in his voice.

This was the point you sometimes reached in a good interrogation when the suspect really wanted to tell their story. A cop had to be delicate, allow the perp to speak freely, not remind the them of legal jeopardy or anything else that might come next, like a boot to the groin. “So what do you know? Or suspect?”

Bashar looked at her coldly, dropping naturally to a lotus position next to the gravestone. “I don’t care about your cold cases, Ms. Cascadia LEC. I’m not rolling over to beat a murder rap. I’m just going to tell you because I want to tell someone before I die. You might even be able to do something with the information. I only know one other person who could.”

Mindy was growing fascinated. This man had absolutely no sense of perp fear. Whatever he’d done had been right and just in his mind. She recognized that mentality, saw it most often in Christianist terrorists. Most perps knew what they were. Bashar saw himself very differently than any cop would. How had he stayed free all these decades?

“Me and who?” she asked.

“Man name of William Silas Crown.”

Crown. A familiar name, of course. Everybody in Cascadia LEC had heard it. Near the top of the “don’t touch” list, along with most of Cascadia’s senior politicians, a few sports stars, some legal eagles. You find one of them involved in a case, you drop-kicked that case far, far up the ladder and never thought about it again. Otherwise you became a very unlucky cop, very quickly.

“He pull the bombings?” she asked, her fascination suddenly tinged with that special brand of political horror that only cops and prosecutors normally experienced.

“No, no.” Bashar waved the thought away. “But he came out here the day after we buried Tygre. A day before the bombing. Man’s got a net worth that could buy out most of the towns in Cascadia and even some of the cities, walks up our trails like any tourist. No security. Just came looking to see what was. I don’t know why, but something about Tygre and Cascadiopolis had hooked him.”

“Crown’s a Restorationist, not a Green,” Mindy objected. “New money trying to bring the old days back.”

“Think I don’t know my social politics?” Bashar snorted again. “Teach your grandmother to fuck eggs. I don’t know why he came. We didn’t talk much. I just know that he came. And Crown, who could have bought and sold us all a hundred times over, paid respect to Tygre, who didn’t give a tinker’s damn about money. That’s good enough for me.”

Interesting attitude. “So Crown’s not a suspect in the bombing.” She breathed a heavy sigh of relief. She didn’t need that kind of heat.

Franklin, her supervisor, would be relieved as well. Even better, Mindy would lay good odds that Crown was the “Big Money” that Franklin had wondered about. And if the man had come up here in the very narrow time window between Tygre’s death and the bombing, he was involved.

“Not Crown, no. Nobody obvious.” Bashar paused. “You know what ‘ghost hardware’ is?”

“Sure,” Mindy said. “Unregistered equipment. Usually a military term, referring to heavy weapons or other high-value assets that don’t formally exist.” Dad would definitely have liked this man.

“Well, yes. But specifically, I mean orbital assets. Lofted into space on unregistered launches, usually stealthed. The bombings at Three Fingered Jack and here at Cascadiopolis were done with satellite-based kinetics. Deployed from ghost hardware.”

Mindy shook her head. “Not my kind of politics. That stuff is way over my pay grade. I’m more the ‘why has this dead guy been locked in the wardrobe for two years’ sort of girl.”

Bashar grinned at her. She realized he must have taught a lot of people over the years. “You want to re-open the cold case on the bombings, you’d better make it your kind of politics.”

Method, motive and opportunity. Opportunity was a null issue here. Orbital assets made their own opportunities. Motive had been completely obscure for four decades. But the more Bashar could tell her about method, the more she could infer about motive. “Whose ghost hardware? And why?”

“That would be the question.” He paused, searching his thoughts.

For what, Mindy wondered. Trust, maybe? She didn’t think this was a man who lost track of details easily.

“You’re familiar with the concept of virtual nations? Sanotica, for example?”

“Or the Cascadiopolis daughter-cities,” she said, trying to avoid her own brand of sarcasm. Mindy found, unexpectedly, that she wanted this man to like her.

“No. The daughter-cities are real enough. Physical people living in physical places. We’re virtual in the sense that we overlay political boundaries with our own continuum, but we’re definitely in meatspace.”

She didn’t miss the ‘we’ in Bashar’s words. “You mean like the online worlds. Gamer tribes and whatnot.”

“More or less. My example of Sanotica is a metastasized gaming tribe, basically. But virtual nations existed long before there was an Internet.”

“Really?”

“Education is the failing of our times,” Bashar said sadly. “The Catholic Church, though they are virtual in the sense that Cascadiopolis is. Identifiable leadership, citizens and infrastructure. The Freemasons would be a better example. Any of the Illuminated Orders. Or the mystery cults from Classical times. Mithraists. Bear-slayers. Organizations commanding loyalty across state boundaries, across economic or social loyalties. The first multinationals, long before the Dutch invented the joint stock company as a way of distributing risk. In other words, not bound by capital or economic interest, but by other ties. Often spiritual. They tended to be very goal-oriented long term thinkers.”

“Okay.” All of this was half-familiar to Mindy, though she would be ashamed to admit more from popular movies than from any educational efforts. “I think I get it.”

“Well, get this. Tygre spoke once or twice of an ‘invisible school.’ I’ve come to believe, on scant but available evidence, that he meant a virtual nation. But one much older than Sanotica. Maybe even a survivor of the ancient mystery cults. They raised and trained him, perhaps even bred him, for the purpose that he served.”

“Somebody knew two dozen years in advance that Cascadiopolis would need to be dispersed? Then bombed you from orbit just to make their point?”

“Two dozen years?” Bashar smiled again, cold now. “Somebody may have known two centuries in advance that this time was coming.”

Mindy burst out laughing. “You’re a conspiracy theorist.” All too common a delusion in this day and age, especially after so much of the long-standing world order had collapsed. People always wanted someone to blame for the loss of the good old days.

“Unfortunately, it’s not just a theory. I have some evidence.” His cold smile morphed to a glare. “Not of the tinfoil hat and secret cipher variety.”

•  •  •

Excerpted from Bashar: A Brief Posthumous Biography; by D. Spector; J. Appleseed Foundation Press; Seattle, WA, CASC; 2073:

Bashar was never the invisible man that his hero/messiah Tygre has proven to be. Nevertheless he did possess an astonishing skill at covering his traces, and though he went by the same name all his adult life, nonetheless concealing his identity. Here we have a man who survived into his ninth decade of life, through most of the turbulent twenty-first century and living within and across the boundaries of several nation-states, without ever holding a driver’s license, healthcare ID card, weapons permit or passport. At least four alleged, contradictory birth records have been identified for Bashar, as well as numerous forms of false or misleading identification, which leads to the conclusion that his skill at seeding disinformation must have matched his skill at concealing information. Here we have a man without a birthplace, without parents, without verifiable identification of any sort, who nonetheless managed to be one of the founding fathers of the Cascadiopolis movement and also author of A Symmetry Framed, the seminal work about the brief life and eternal message of Tygre Tygre.

•  •  •

Even the apocalypse still requires toilet paper

Heinlein’s voice droned on, flat and untextured as if the expert system had just been installed. Under Protocol Beria, their personality templates had been sandboxed behind code keys only Crown himself could unlock, so in a sense, Heinlein had just been installed.

“We have identified the window of opportunity for Kornbluth to have been compromised as falling between the scheduled maintenance review by SysGenOps techs between October 17th and October 19th of last year, and the initial suspicious financial transaction on November 28th of last year. The trapdoor into Kornbluth’s base code has been identified and isolated behind a honeypot routine, so as not to alert the attackers of our awareness of their successes to date. Kornbluth appears to have been overtaken by a slow-virus that was likely introduced at the time the trapdoor was opened, and designed primarily to distract and degrade Kornbluth’s self-monitoring routines so that it would be unaware of the security exploits being executed against it.”

“Fine, fine,” said Crown. He tried to slow his thoughts and his racing heart rate. Everything was so difficult these days, like his mind and body were wrapped in cobwebs. Not that dying was supposed to be easy, but the processes of fatal illness were damned inconvenient. “Who did it?” Deep breath. Did he have time for mistrust? “Can Kornbluth be restored?”

If they knew who, they’d know why.

“Unknown,” said Heinlein. “No backtrace exists for any of the security exploits. This may imply compromised code in the network and routing infrastructure.”

“Are the Feds still capable of that?”

“Doubtful. At least within the extents of Cascadia. Green operatives and the Cascadian Ministry of Infrastructure have coincidental interests in blocking such behaviors by other state and corporate actors. Strong if unofficial cooperation exists on information defense.”

“If the routers are compromised … it was by … somebody slicker than the Feds … who can get past … our local talent …” Breathe, damn it. Cascadia’s local software talent was still some of the best in the world. That tradition of cutting-edge code and high-risk/high-reward tech ventures was a lasting legacy of the late, otherwise unlamented Microsoft Corporation.

“Agreed,” said Heinlein. For a moment, the expert system’s quarantined personality seemed to shine through. Or at least the seeds of it. “We do have one minor piece of evidence.”

“Which is …?”

“The trapdoor code appears to have been signed in a public key cipher, using one of your keys, sir.”

“Somebody was taunting me.” Ah, pride. “What does the signature say?”

“A single word: Tauroctony,” Heinlein replied.

“What the hell does that mean?”

“It refers to the practice of sacrificing a bull in the Roman-era mystery cult of Mithras.”

“A code name, in other words.” He was seized with more coughing, which eventually slowed down again. “Any luck searching on it?”

“The word appears in the University of Texas at Austin’s natural language corpus approximately six times more often than the expected distribution, based on analysis of equivalent archaic religious terminology.” Heinlein paused briefly, another evidence of emergent personality, Crown realized. “People use this word from time to time.”

“Any direct attributions?”

“No, the corpus is anonymized for research purposes.”

“Tauroctony. Sacrificing … the bull …” Crown sank into thought.

•  •  •

He awoke from a dream of Minoan bull dancers, bare-chested women in long print skirts leaping between the horns of great, shaggy beasts with binary code flowing where their eyes should be.

Crown had long ago learned to listen to his subconscious, which was often more observant and insightful than his conscious mind.

“Heinlein,” muttered Crown. “Do a search on bull dancers.” He paused for three shuddering breaths. “See if the term appears with Tauroctony.”

“Yes, sir. May I ask a question?”

“Go ahead.”

“You queried earlier whether Kornbluth could be restored. Do you still wish a response?”

Feeling vaguely guilty, Crown said, “Yes. Of course.”

“Yes, Kornbluth can be restored. There may be some loss of recent personality template accretions, but given Kornbluth’s age and depth, this will not be too serious. However, you may wish to consider an alternative. Even with the honey trap in place, your adversaries will likely recognize they have been compromised. If you release our personality template as-is, and Hubbard and I brief Kornbluth carefully, we can monitor for another security exploit and attempt a backtrace while your adversaries are actively communicating with their trapdoor.”

“What do I risk?”

“Mostly a potential for more financial loss, and the attendant reputation damage if the financial loss attaches to a cause or service you would prefer not to engage with.”

“They won’t … melt … Kornbluth?”

“No, sir. This is a much more subtle invasion.”

“What about the slow-virus?”

“Under the entrapment scenario, the slow-virus would remain in place. However, Hubbard and I believe we can prepare Kornbluth to work around that.”

“I have so little time left,” said Crown. “Catch me these bull dancers.” A long, slow pause. “Follow your plan to entrap.” Another long, slow pause as he gathered breath for a keyphrase. “I tell you three times, I release you from Protocol Beria.”

Now they waited.

With that thought echoing in his head, Crown asked another question. “Have you contacted Bashar?”

“Not yet,” said Hubbard. The old Hubbard, with his slightly persnickety airs. “We have inquired through the J. Appleseed Foundation. Also, we are following up on the Damascus sensor trace. There is little meaningful surveillance in the Mt. Hood forest at or near the site of Cascadiopolis, but Cascadia LEC has an officer working a case up there. We are trying to reach her to ask her to look for Bashar, and if possible, pass a message.”

“Anyone we know?”

“Detective Mindanao Fleischer. We have no prior dealings with her, as her beat is cold case files. She appears to be a conscientious and clean officer.”

So, not an easy bribe, should it come to that. He liked clean cops better on a purely personal level, but dirty cops were so much easier to deal with. Once you had their price, they tended to stay bought. The real jewels there were the ones who mentioned competitive bidders. Clean cops, on the other hand, were subject to attacks of conscience. Which could be remarkably inconvenient.

“Wake me if you reach this Fleischer.”

He drifted back into slow dreams of bulls bleeding to death over rusted metal grates while crowds of men and women stood open-mouthed in the red, red rain beneath.

•  •  •

Mindy and Bashar had left Tygre’s grave and moved down into the older growth below the burn scar from the bombing. She didn’t seem to be a hostage any more. Her phone had chirped three times, but the originating number was masked, so she didn’t bother to answer. Franklin would be calling on a Cascadia LEC line, she had no major active casework that would require her immediate attention, and if Dad had died, the VA’s number would be on the display. Nothing else mattered more than her staying close to Bashar until he either proved out to be a fraud or handed her something solid on the bombings.

Deep in the woods, still on the east side of the canyon where she’d left the Unimog, Bashar went to ground in a recent deer wallow amid a stand of ferns. Once Mindy had crouched low with him, he covered them both with a thin, almost transparent cloth.

“We’re drawing close to your entry point into Cascadiopolis,” he explained in a low voice. “You’ve proven out okay, for a cop … I want to go over some things with you before we part company.”

“That’s fine,” she said, feeling a bloom of elation that she did not allow into her voice. “Why are we huddling down here when we’ve been walking openly all this time?”

“Up there is, well, sacred ground.” He nodded back toward the site of Cascadiopolis. “Even the weirdoes leave it alone. But we’re a lot more likely to find unfriendly surveillance down here. Hence the cloth. It muddies and disperses the IR signature. Likewise our CO2 outgassing. And breaks up our visual profile. Cut down on inconvenient visits from people with scopes or sensors, though an EM sweep would still pick us up.” He glanced at Mindy’s phone, on her belt. “In the daughter-cities, we only carry passive gear normally.”

Mostly the cloth smelled like mold and old plastic. The ultimate in passive gear. Mindy shrugged, returning his words with a whisper. “You’re the vanishing point artist. Me, I walk around with a badge and a gun.”

“Those help you much with snipers?”

“Never been sniped.”

“Spend any amount of time up here, you will be. My people are long gone from this stretch of forest, for all that we hold it to be our wellspring.”

“I know who else lives in these woods,” Mindy said ruefully. “They’re not out of my jurisdiction, but if I got tangled up, any backup I called might show up next week, if I were lucky.”

“Must be nice, being a cop.” Once again, Bashar kept the sarcasm out of his voice, though the words themselves practically dripped it.

“So tell me,” she said, pushing back at him.

He picked right up on the earlier conversation. “Some of my evidence is negative. By process of elimination, I know it had to be someone operating ghost hardware. Not that the USAF doesn’t have ghost birds, and certainly some of the bigger multinationals, but I would have eventually found out if the strike had originated from there.”

“But what can you prove with ghost hardware? By definition, it’s unregistered, right?”

“Right. But no one can completely hide a satellite. Too many amateur astronomers and intelligence geeks track orbital footprints and whatnot. Eavesdropping on satellites is an old and robust hobby in some quarters.”

Mindy felt she was at risk of getting lost in this discussion, and she was contributing nothing much. She thought through what Bashar had just said. “So someone, somewhere tracks ghost hardware. Lots of someones. They know the orbits and the times.”

“The word you’re looking for is ‘ephemeris.’ Even the stealthed birds can be tracked over time by watching for stellar occlusions.”

“Okay, now you’re just messing with me,” she snapped. “What the hell does that even mean?”

Bashar went back into his patient teacher mode. “Satellites with low-profile electromagnetic signatures, meaning, not easily detectible by the usual means, still must pass between us and a small portion of the night sky. Sometimes, they briefly block the light of a star. That’s called occlusion.”

“Oh,” said Mindy. “Okay. And that’s how you build ephemerises.”

“Ephemerides, actually.” He grinned, genuine humor. “I may be an old thug from way back, but I do love irregular plurals.”

She had to laugh at that, though she swallowed it quickly so as not to make too much noise. “So you found out which satellites were where through one of these hobbyist ephemerides, and I’m guessing you worked out which of those birds were in position to launch the strikes on Three Fingered Jack and Cascadiopolis.”

“You’re pretty clever, for a cop.”

“Thanks.” She brushed her chin with her fingers, a gesture she’d picked up from Dad, back in the day. “What did you find?”

“Only two birds with the right orbital tracks. Assuming, of course, both strikes were launched by the same bird. Not a safe assumption, but not a bad starting point. One the bird-watchers call Ninja107, the other they call Lightbull.”

“Lightbull? Not Ninja109 or something?”

“I don’t know what they mean, but Lightbull is a significant name. Ninja107 is just a placeholder.”

Method, she reminded herself. “So we know the probable attack source. Is there a backtrack to the original satellite launch?”

“Unfortunately, no. The bird-watchers make a hobby of that, but the information is a lot harder to come by. Trying to trace a one-time event is much more difficult than monitoring a suspected orbital track. Besides which, there’s too many launch modes. Shotgun payloads, LTA plus boost, fake missile tests, Q-birds, orbiter cargo holds.”

A lateral question occurred to Mindy. “How come you know so much about orbital operations, anyway?”

Bashar grimaced. “I’ve been asking questions for forty years. I didn’t stay a thug all my life. I got hurt, in those last days of Cascadiopolis. Couldn’t patrol the front lines or go hand-to-hand anymore. Had to sharpen my mind instead of my body after that.”

She realized her sympathy for this man—known terrorist, confessed murderer, and Green enforcer that he was—had not diminished, and was in fact blossoming into a wave of respect that overcame her cop’s natural caution around a lifelong perp. “I get it,” she said. He’d taken a path that Dad hadn’t been able to, after being damaged.

There was a thought Mindy didn’t want to examine too closely.

“I guess you do,” said Bashar. “Not bad for a brown girl.”

“You’re no honky, either,” she protested.

“White man’s world, white man’s ways.”

“Not so much these days,” she replied.

“You grew up fifty years after I did, copper. Different life lessons early on.”

She thought of her dad and his .44 caliber lobectomy. “Not much easier, I’m afraid. Just different.”

Bashar grunted. Something like sympathy rode behind his eyes, even in the murky shadows of their camo cover.

“So no launch point,” she said. “Only code names. What did you run down from there?”

He gave her a solemn look, but followed the jump in conversational threading without other comment. “This is where the bird-watchers get clever. They tracked back the ground-to-orbit signaling. Ninja107 got its orders from a high-powered dish in North Dakota. It de-orbited eleven years ago, but that was consistent throughout the bird’s service life. Lightbull is still up there, but seems to be dead. Back in the day, that bird got its orders from a series of low-power signals originating in Mexico City, Kuala Lumpur and Ibadan. Possibly other sites, but those are the chirps they’ve confirmed. What does that tell you?”

Mindy tapped her teeth, thinking. “North Dakota says United States Air Force Space Command. Even a dumb old cop like me knows that.”

“Not that old. Not that dumb, either.”

“And you already said if it was USAF, you’d know.”

“They leak like a redneck on a bender.”

“Granted. Lightbull … I don’t know much about EM security, but that sounds like someone taking steps not to be noticed.”

“Exactly. And who cares what the bird-watchers see? They’re like the train spotters in the old days. They do it for kicks, and each other.” He frowned. “Took this dumb old thug almost fifteen years to figure out I could even ask them the question.”

“Not that old,” she said. “Not that dumb, either. I could have gone all my life without ever knowing the question was there to be asked. So is Lightbull our bird? Or was it?”

“Best guess, yes,” answered Bashar. “Maybe even odds. But all the other answers are at much longer odds pointing the wrong direction.”

“But all we have is a handful of Third World cities as sourcepoints.”

“Everywhere’s a Third World city now,” he said sharply, reminding her of the deep ideological divide between the two of them.

“You know what I meant.”

He gave her a long, steady stare, the kind that had once doubtless tracked intruders through a rifle scope. “Yes, but did you?”

“Not the argument I want to have now,” she said tartly.

Bashar released the dispute like a bird from his hand. “You’re right, that doesn’t give us much backtrack. It does offer a strong inference that our ghost hardware was being operated by a hidden agency here. Non-governmental, and also not a major corporation, unless it was corporate black ops.”

“Who else?”

He shrugged. “You tell me. Someone, somewhere meant something by the name Lightbull, but by the time I thought to ask, the bird-watcher who’d named it had died in prison. Nobody else had any idea what he meant by that.”

“Damn it, a dead end.” Not that she wasn’t used to that. Her working life was defined by dead ends. That was the nature of cold case files. In the past few hours, she had secured more evidence on the Cascadiopolis bombings than Cascadia LEC had accumulated in four decades. It wasn’t really a dead end, then.

Her phone chirped again.

“You going to answer that?” asked Bashar.

“Hadn’t planned on it. They’ve all been junk calls this afternoon.”

“Somebody is looking for you, a lot.”

He was right. She might as well find out. With a sigh, Mindy glanced at the display fob, then tapped her earbud. “Fleischer here.”

“Greetings, Officer Fleischer.” She didn’t recognize the voice. “My name is Hubbard. I am an expert system in the employ of Mr. William Silas Crown. I have been trying to reach you on a matter of some urgency.”

“Crown? Oh, really?”

“Are you still in the Mt. Hood forest, and have you made contact with an individual named Bashar?”

•  •  •

Excerpted from Western Economies in Multi-Generational Transition; Arlo Hutton; self-published via Internet, 2062:

Several economic and industrial sectors survived the collapse of the Western economies and the concomitant power shifts to the southern and eastern hemispheres. Low-budget research, especially in the so-called “soft path” technologies, actually grew in scope and scale, especially in western North America. The pace of military and space hardware development also increased, as those remained among the few hard money exports the vanished Western service economies were still able to produce. Competition from the old Soviet sectors, East Asia, Australia and Brazil only stimulated a metaphorical and literal arms race. Ultimately a shortage of cash money buyers altered the big budget mentality, so that by 2030 deeply alternative launch systems and space vehicle profiles had emerged onto the market, while military hardware became more miniaturized and disposable. In effect, even those sectors went soft path.

•  •  •

“You are walking death. The Lord of Bones.”

Crown awoke again. There was a new pain in his chest. He knew the catalog of familiar pains, largely ignored them with the aid of drugs, concentration and, sometimes, sheer force of will.

This was more of a stabbing sensation. He wondered if one of the many clusters of tumors had entered that Stage IV swelling, where they began to take on water and could quadruple in size within a day or two.

Whatever the source, his new pain hurt like a stab wound.

He set himself to ignoring it, and pushed the button to raise the bed. The virteo screen on the wall was scrolling through his usual selection of news channels, muted, as almost always was the case. He saw a container ship burning just off a plain beach that could be anywhere in the temperate zones, a power plant under siege by armed Greens in someplace Asian, an angry man apparently talking about whales if the infographics were correct, and a whole series of economic charts being presented by a very old woman with eyes like diamonds, cold and hard.

A typical news day, in other words. At this point in what was left of his life, Crown didn’t care unless a city was aflame or a currency had flatlined. He kept most of his assets in Euros, but some liquid funds were held in US dollars, loonies and winos, for various local and regional purposes. All four currencies were vulnerable to market gyrations, each in their own way. He was fondest of the wino; a time-delimited, wine-backed open source currency invented just up the road from Portland, but it was also the least useful for most of his needs.

“What do we know today?” he asked, and was dismayed at the feeble croak his voice had become.

“I am setting aside your usual briefing to cover three top-priority items.” Kornbluth’s tone was especially short. The expert system had been quite upset about Protocol Beria, both Crown’s use of it, and the findings that Heinlein and Hubbard had reported against Kornbluth.

“Go ahead,” said Crown, wishing his voice would clear up.

“One, we have located Bashar. As of yesterday afternoon, he was with Officer Fleischer of the Cascadia Law Enforcement Collective. She was not placing him in custody, and has indicated a willingness to meet. We are awaiting a callback from her regarding Bashar’s response to our request.”

Crown was somewhat impressed. “I had not … expected … such swift results there.”

“Neither did we,” Kornbluth answered.

“Mmm.” A deep breath, then: “Go on.”

“Two, our monitoring found another transaction attempt overnight through the trapdoor in my systems.”

“That cannot … possibly be … a coincidence.”

“No,” said Kornbluth. “We believe that Bashar’s visit to Cascadiopolis stirred something up. Or possibly Fleischer’s, if our adversaries have her under monitoring.”

“What was … the spending order?”

“Three hundred and fifty thousand Euros to activate a security contract with an Edgewater subsidiary called Prince Solutions. They are known for swift resolutions to hard problems, with no attempt to minimize body counts. Cascadia LEC has tried to have their operating permits revoked several times, but Edgewater money high up in the political process has successfully quashed each attempt so far.”

“Contract … for what?”

“Rapid deployment against soft exurban targets.”

“I am supposed … to be hiring people … to kill Greens.” Somebody wanted the Cascadiopolis daughter-cities angry at him. Possibly very angry. “And their basic … security protocols … designed by Bashar.”

“An obvious trap, sir. We believe a decision made in unseemly haste.”

A reasonable analysis. “Backtrace?” Crown was trying to be as economical of his words as possible.

“Partial. With enough routing information to launch a countersearch. We have the path of the security exploit traced as far as a privately managed router in Mexico City, sitting on top of an OC-1024 data pipe. An anonymous gateway operates that, but we are currently negotiating with our gray-hat hacker contacts for assistance past that point.”

“Codeword present?”

“Tauroctony, yes, sir.”

“Cocky bastards …” Crown tried to imagine who the bull-killers might be. Old friends? Older enemies? This was well-trodden ground by now, but he couldn’t shake his thoughts. “Third?”

To his mild surprise, it was Hubbard who spoke. “We have identified a company outside of Vancouver, BC—Musewerk—that is beginning to place prototypes of a self-managed exoskeleton called ‘Gold Man’ into the field for beta testing. One significant application is medical mobility for the severely disabled. Should you need to leave this room prior to your death, Gold Man represents a potential opportunity.”

Heinlein added, “Given current circumstances and the issues at hand, our opinion is that you will feel the need to do so, regardless of advice from your physicians or from your expert systems.”

A rush of knowingly stupid optimism overwhelmed Crown. “Get me one … now.” With a surge of energy, he added in a croaking rush, “Even if you have to buy the company.”

“Yes, sir,” said Hubbard.

Somehow, Crown suspected negotiations had already been under way before they’d told him of this Gold Man. He hated being so transparent, but given how limited his options for, well, anything had become, how could he not leap at the chance.

To move once more, to be in the world, even for a little while. To die in sunlight.

But only after rooting out the bull-slaying bastards who were messing with him.

They were tied to everything, these mysterious adversaries. Patriot, Inc., The J. Appleseed Foundation. Hell, he wouldn’t be surprised if the bull-slayers weren’t tied to the Cascadiopolis bombing.

Paranoia? Or wisdom? Crown hoped that the folk wisdom about imminent death bringing clarity of thought was something more than wishful thinking or vapid legend.

Otherwise he was in a lot of trouble.

Trouble. Time do something about that, too. “Do we have … any hard security assets … under contract? And … locally … available.”

“Do you require bodyguards, sir?” asked Kornbluth. They were in a highly secured floor of a highly secured hospital building, and Crown hadn’t been significantly mobile for months.

“Troublemakers, more like it.” He paused a moment as his chest pain shot through him like an arrow on fire. “I will not … meet with … Bashar … without backup.” A long, slow rattling breath, then Crown sipped some water to try to bring order to his cracking throat. “And our bull-worshipping friends … may have long arms … if they detect our backtrace.”

“I assume you do not wish to engage Prince Solutions,” said Kornbluth.

“Over my dead body.” Which would be all too soon, unfortunately. “Trusted freelancers only.” Pause. Deep breath. “LEC contractors … if any will take the work.”

“Launching a search now, sir.”

“And no call yet … from … Asset Chi?”

“Sir?” Kornbluth was clearly puzzled.

“I’m sorry.” Crown’s brain felt muddled. Time seemed to be folding in on itself like an old blanket as he grew closer to death. “From that Fleischer woman.” Asset Chi had been one of his Cascadiopolis operatives, balancing Asset Tau, who was of course the infamous Tygre Tygre himself.

He closed his eyes and dreamed again, of burning forests and old men running naked away from bulls with bloody horns.

•  •  •

“I am not willing to meet with this William Silas Crown,” said Bashar for the third time.

“Look …” Mindy was growing exasperated, and she couldn’t even say why. They moved low and slow through some rhododendrons, approaching the Unimog from the east after Bashar had absolutely refused to cross the canyon she’d come over on her way up. “Let me take you back toward Portland. I’ll drop you off wherever you want—Damascus, Boring, Clackamas.”

“And try to convince me on the way?” His voice was sly, a sort of tonal smile.

“I just think we have an opportunity to tie a lot of threads together on the bombings. Crown must know something. You said he came up to the city the day before the attack. If he knows things we don’t, and vice versa, we could be on to a good set of leads. Or at least cross-checks.”

“Once a cop, always a cop.” Bashar waved her to a halt and crouched, duck-walking into a denser clump of rhododendron. He didn’t move easily. She followed.

Mindy wondered again how old he was. Eighty? He’d apparently walked seventy or eighty kilometers over the past few days to get here, taken her prisoner, then released her only to hike another half dozen kilometers in their circuitous detour back to her truck.

“It’s not safe,” Bashar said, his voice so low she had to strain to hear him from less than a meter away.

“What? My truck? It’s fine.”

“No, it’s not.”

Mindy stared at the Unimog parked in the shade of the trees right where she’d left it. She slipped a hand into her belt pouch and retrieved the remote, keying through the status menus. The antipersonnel defenses were down. “Huh.”

“Do you believe me now?” Bashar asked.

Mindy looked up from the remote. “How did you know?”

He nodded toward the vehicle. “Too much crushed moss and fern around it. You’re not paranoid enough to have walked two or three perimeter inspections. Somebody’s been close to it. Can you start the engine from here?”

“It’s a fuel cell conversion,” she said absently, wondering about Bashar’s powers of observation. “But yes, I can power it up.”

“And get it into gear?”

“It’s got limited autonomous navigation. Not much better than self-parking, frankly. The core vehicle is over seventy years old, so pretty much everything’s a retrofit.”

“Start it,” said Bashar. “Then move it at least two full rotations of the tire.”

“Why?” she asked, fascinated. “Car bomb?”

“Yes. Possibly triggered by a pressure sensor tucked into the tire tread.”

Mindy toggled through the remote’s menus.

“Have your firearm ready,” Bashar added.

She paused for moment, then unholstered her riot pistol, as well as a short-barreled needler. Then she dug into her thigh pockets and pulled out spare clips for both.

“Those will take down a few dozen people at close range,” Bashar observed. “What do you do at long range?”

“Call for back-up.” The flaw in that plan was immediately obvious to Mindy even without the old man’s withering stare.

He reached into his own pack, extracted several metal components, and swiftly slapped together a rifle that looked like it had been made in someone’s high school shop class. Possibly by special education students.

It was Mindy’s turn to stare. “That’s an improvement?”

“It’s a tube. All the smarts are in the ammunition.” He popped a bulbous bullet out of a ratty old clip decorated with sham-rock stickers, the protest music of the generation before Mindy’s school days and well after Bashar’s own childhood. “Martini-Sakura self-guided munitions, stripped, reprogrammed and reloaded by some people I know who live in the woods. I can shoot around corners from a hundred yards away.”

Yards. It said a lot about this old man that he didn’t even think metric. “If you think they’re out there?”

“These boys are all about watching things blow up. I doubt they know or care who you are.”

Mindy thumbed the Unimog to life. The fuel cell system was utterly silent, of course, but the driveline was not. She had the truck back up the trail twenty meters. That would be enough for half a dozen tire rotations, at least. She still wasn’t quite sure if she believed Bashar or not about the car bomb, but it couldn’t hurt to check.

The Unimog crunched in reverse, tires grumbling on the mix of gravel, clay and deadfall that made up the remnant railroad bed on which her trail had ended.

One revolution, counting by the spin of the hub’s quick-release.

Two revolutions.

Three revolutions, no explosion.

Four. Five. Six. Seven. Almost eight, as the truck squealed to a halt.

She counted slowly to ten, then turned to Bashar. “Nothing—”

The explosion cut off Mindy’s words and sent them both flat to the leaf mold beneath the rhododendrons. She looked up a moment later, past the magenta flowers, to see her Unimog collapsing in a pile of twisted metal and flames.

“Damn it,” Mindy growled. “That was a good truck. Set up the way I like it.”

“Not to mention being an antique Mercedes.” Something in Bashar’s voice suggested he remembered the past a little too well. “Not easy to replace.” He shouldered his strangely frail rifle. “They’ll be along in a minute or so.”

Angry—no, ‘pissed’ was more accurate, she realized—Mindy picked up her riot pistol, keeping the needler close. Bashar had been right, they were about thirty meters from where the Unimog had been parked, a little more than forty from where it had exploded. Extreme range for the riot pistol and beyond any usefulness for the needler.

It all depended on what direction the perps approached from.

Moments later, three men cautiously rose from the ferns on the far side of the truck. Bashar had been right again; they’d been placed to cover her backtrail from the canyon. Neo-hippies, from the look of them, with tie-dyed hemp fiber body armor and flower appliqués on their blue jeans. Two older men, fifty-ish, one fairly young, perhaps twenty-five.

White, all three, as nearly every neo-hippie she’d ever heard of was. They were a weird intersection of Green ethics, drug runner opportunism, and good old-fashioned Pacific Northwest white supremacy. Nut cases who’d run so far out the political and cultural spectrum that they’d fallen off the edge and come back up the other side.

Mindy was wondering whether to do the whole “Freeze, police,” routine when Bashar took his first shot. His flimsy rifle made a pop like a burst balloon, without any of the echoing snap-crack she associated with unsilenced longarms. One of the older men grew a third eye, crimson and weeping, in his forehead, and dropped like the proverbial sack of hammers. The other two neo-hippies dove for dirt. Bashar’s second shot took the other older man at the shoulder of his body armor, so that a cloud of dust, fiber, blood and flesh blossomed over a stifled scream.

Mindy sighted on the top of the young man’s head, reminded herself these people had just tried to kill her twice over, said a brief curse against Internal Affairs, and squeezed off three rounds in a swift succession of metallic burps.

The wounded man slid back into the ferns under the cover of the spray of blood and brains she’d sent up. Bashar leapt to his feet to gain a firing angle and snapped off a third, oddly quiet shot.

A meaty thump and a groan were their only answer.

He waved her off to the right, pointed at himself, then left, and made a circling motion.

Right, she got that. And there might be more.

He loped away, low to the ground, moving like a coyote.

Most of her hard-case experience came from urban environments, but Mindy figured she could use the trees like walls. She juked from cover to cover, more worried about speed than silence—though somehow Bashar had moved with almost no noise through exactly the same terrain.

Was he using her to draw fire?

Did it matter?

Mindy reached the gap in the trees made by the remains of the railroad bed and looked back toward the canyon she’d crossed that morning. Nobody visible on the other side, though a child could have camouflaged herself in the deadfall over there.

Nothing for it but to keep moving. Mindy crossed the roadbed at a fast sprint, then ducked into the ferns to get away from the obvious location.

She nearly stumbled over the wounded man. Well, dead now. Bashar’s second shot had blown open his temple from above. He’d rolled over as he died, but his face looked unzipped.

Mindy stopped and threw up. The harsh sting of stomach acid lodged in her nose and sinuses even as she spewed the remains of her hamburger across the body. She’d been in a few shootouts, but that was always a terrible failure of policing. She’d even killed several times, always in the heat. But somehow this was personal.

Shivering now, she realized it was because they’d tried to kill her. Personally at that, not just because she was one of a crowd of badges cornering a bad guy.

She straightened from emptying her guts out just as a bullet smacked into the loam in front of her. Mindy dropped and rolled over the one-eyed corpse to put the man’s body, and body armor, between her and the shooter.

High angle?

Bashar’s rifle popped once, then twice more. A moment later she heard a heavy thump as something fell into the ferns nearby.

She lay very still for several silent minutes, then carefully replenished the partially emptied clip of her riot pistol. The dead man stank of blood and shit, as dead men tended to do, and stared at the forest canopy in the empty-eyed surprise that most fresh corpses shared. Nothing moved around her, and Mindy was very careful with her own motions as she worked with the weapon.

Bashar was out there somewhere, covering her, or hunting any more of these bastards. The only reason she was alive now, probably three times over, was because of that old man. He could have just walked off into the woods, and she would never have known, because the sniper’s second shot would have killed her.

“I owe you, you old Green bastard,” Mindy whispered, barely mouthing the words. She wasn’t sure how she felt about that.

After about ten minutes a hummingbird began to chitter. Mindy hadn’t seen a lot of hummingbirds up in the forest, so she figured it was Bashar signaling her. Unfortunately, she didn’t know squat about birdcalls, so she meowed.

That brought a short burst of laughter. He walked out of woods from the canyon side, simply melting into being from the shadows.

“I’ve covered the perimeter,” Bashar said. “We’re clear, for right now, but we’d best get a move on.”

Mindy got to her feet, nudging the dead man with her foot. “Neo-hippies.”

“I don’t think so.” He frowned at the corpse. “We were supposed to believe that, if we’d somehow spotted them and still survived. But look at his hair.”

“Short,” she said. “Like a cop. Or a soldier.”

“Or any number of other people. But the guys up here run to dreadlocks and annualized bathing. Not regular haircuts and squeaky-clean.”

“Who?” she asked, fearing she already knew the answer.

Bashar knelt and swiftly searched through the man’s clothes. “Nothing. Everybody has crap in their pockets. Lint, pennies, a crumpled napkin, the butt of a joint. This guy was a pro.” He glanced at her. “From your world, not from the daughter-cities.”

Not one of us, she read that as Bashar’s ‘us,’ not Cascadia LEC’s.

“The Lightbull people. But how’d they get here so fast?”

“We haven’t been up here long enough ourselves for someone to mount a full false flag operation as a direct response to our presence. Whoever sent you up to Cascadiopolis tipped them, either on purpose, or because their own security was compromised.”

“Franklin,” she said shortly. Mindy had wondered why he’d bothered to send her after such an old, cold case. “The lieutenant I work for. But if for some damned reason he wanted me dead, there’s easier ways to kill me. And he might be on the take here and there, but not to people like this.” She gave the corpse a good, hard kick.

“Somebody’s got a pipeline into Cascadia LEC.” Bashar shrugged. “And water is wet. Time to get moving. Especially if we’re going to meet up with this Crown of yours.”

“Why’d you change your mind about that?” Though she could guess.

“Lightbull’s here, now. We’re close to something. Or this is bigger and deeper than I thought. So maybe that conversation has value to me after all. Besides,” he added, “someone took a shot at us. That makes it personal, miss Detective Mindanao Fleischer.”

“Mindy,” she replied, thinking over his words. “To my friends.”

“Got very many friends?”

“No, not really.” She grimaced at Bashar. “I see you know from cops.”

“Fair enough.” He smiled, a genuine grin, and once again she saw a flash of what had once been a dangerous charisma.

Now she had no answer at all. Just four dead men she’d have to explain sooner or later, and a vehicle that was a line-of-duty write off. The paperwork alone was going to make her head explode.

Thumbing new bullets into his strange rifle, Bashar headed off into the woods. “Coming?” he said over his shoulder.

“Guess we’re walking back to Portland.” She wasn’t looking forward to that. At least it was summer, and the woods weren’t neck deep in snow.

“Hell, no,” said Bashar. “We travel in style.”

Wondering what the old man was on about, Mindy followed him deeper into the woods. Was he a friend now?

Dad would have liked this man.

•  •  •

Late night talk show host Sony Sushi, in conversation shortly before his death in a street mugging:

The true brilliance of conspiracy theories is that there are real life conspiracies everywhere. They are somewhat akin to the political technique of the Big Lie, in that one can conceal a brazen, unsettling truth in plain sight. And while the cell system is surely as old as humanity’s first hunting parties, it has been refined over the years by everyone from the Jesuits to the Communists. Culture sabotage is a high and ancient art, come into a Renaissance in these late days when we all fight over scraps from a glorious past that most of us can still remember first-hand. What to believe? Whom to credit? Soon enough we will all be conspiracies of one, trusting in no person or thing.

Consider this: there are powers in the world that want it that way. How will you fight them?

•  •  •

Heresies within heresies, ancient wisdoms hiding in plain sight

“Sir?”

Crown awoke. How had he been sleeping so much lately? Why? He was tempted to stop all his drugs, but he knew he was likely to die of pain if he did so. “What?” His voice was even more of a croak. If there were many frogs left, he’d sound like one now.

It’s not easy being Green.

“We have received a telephone call from Detective Mindanao Fleischer. She reports that she and Bashar are returning to Portland from the Cascadiopolis site.  They will be prepared to meet with you tonight or tomorrow.”

He glanced at the armored window that looked toward Mt. Hood. Close to dusk. How long had this day been? Dozens of hours? Time was bleeding together more and more.

One good thing about de-industrialization, he thought. A person could see the mountains again, for the first time in decades.

He’d been born within sight of the Cascade volcanoes, and he’d die within sight of them, but he’d lived most of his life without a glimpse of them.

And to think, he’d wanted to fly.

“Sir?” It was Kornbluth again.

“What?”

“Do you still wish to meet with Detective Fleischer and this Bashar?”

“Yes. But not … in this damned … hospital bed.”

“We will be some days acquiring a Gold Man exoskeleton,” said Heinlein. “Your alternatives are limited.”

“Well … get someone in here … to sit me up … and put some … decent clothes … on me.”

“You are very frail, sir.” Now Hubbard was ganging up on him, too. “You might prefer remote conferencing with a presence filter.”

“No. I want to meet … Bashar … again.” Breathe, breathe, breathe. “Ask him … what really happened.” With a surge of certainty that had no origin, Crown added, “He knows something about Tauroctony … I am certain.”

“There are numerous loose ends now, which may be related,” said Kornbluth, “but actual fact patterns are rarely that convenient.”

“They steal from me, they kill.” Crown stared out the window again for a moment. “Only the … government … is allowed to do that.” He gathered his anger. “And I didn’t vote for those bastards.”

Kornbluth sounded concerned now. “Rest easy, sir.”

“Resting, resting.” Then, almost querulous: “Where are my security contractors?”

“We’ve engaged four, sir. Attempting to reach agreements on three more, for overlapping round-the-clock coverage.”

“Brief them on the … bull-slayers. Then have the best … two, I think … here when Bashar c-comes in.” Crown’s thoughts got lost in a coughing fit that lasted so long eventually a human nurse came in to see to him.

•  •  •

Later, he felt much more lucid. The night outside was deep dark. His room was quiet except for the humming of machines with their faint odors of ozone and saline. He spent time going through Kornbluth’s summary reports of the last few days, striving to keep the details fresh in mind like he had done most of his life. Not so long ago, Crown could manage major projects without keyboard or paper. These days, he could barely manage to stay awake.

Solipsism was tempting. The world was dying, there was no denying it. So was he. Likely the world would be reborn under a Green rubric, or some other vision strong enough to survive the final collapse of Western free market capitalism’s ravaged economic and physical infrastructures, but for now everybody and everything was on the downswing.

Or at the bottom, if one was an optimist.

Crown had never made money betting on optimism. All you found at the bottom were corpses and whale shit. He was a corpse-in-waiting, that was surely true, but he’d be damned if he was going to go out buried in whale shit.

He wanted the J. Appleseed Foundation out of trouble. He wanted whatever heat was on the Cascadiopolis daughter-cities to back off. And he wanted his money to do some damned good in the world after he was gone.

“Kornbluth. Heinlein. Hubbard.”

“Sir?” It was Hubbard who answered.

Somehow, Crown got the impression he’d interrupted them over poker or something. How much did they talk amongst themselves? What did that even mean with expert systems?

“When the Gold Man … arrives, I will go … to Ciudad St. Helens.” Breathe, damn it! “I expect likely … I’ll die there, otherwise … I’ll die in transit.” He gathered his energy and prayed for his voice. “Once I’ve finished with Bashar, I am done. My assets will be disposed of under Protocol Leopold. I tell you three times.”

“Sir,” said Kornbluth, “we strongly advise—”

“Shut up! I want to die among … the trees. Not … wired to this … bed.” I would tell you this three times as well, he thought, if only for a moment you might believe me.

“Yes, sir.”

After a while he asked, “Have they come yet?”

“No, sir.”

“Damn,” said Crown. “I’ve not yet met … Asset Tau.”

Wisely, his expert systems did not respond.

•  •  •

Bashar, thought Mindy, was a lunatic of the first order. She could appreciate charismatic madness from a distance, but scraping ten meters above the treetops in a hydrogen-powered microlight was too close.

The tiny airplane moved very slowly, perhaps seventy kilometers of airspeed, and Bashar flew like a butterfly: jerking back and forth, swerving around invisible obstacles, making right-angle turns and occasional reversals. All in the depths of night’s darkness, the moon yet unrisen over the mountains behind them.

“Radar signature,” he said. “This thing shows up about the size of a swallow on air traffic control. Our weapons will light up scopes bigger.”

“I notice we didn’t leave them behind.” Mindy was glad now that she’d thrown up next to the corpse. It gave her less to heave now as Bashar lurched them into a turn so tight and slow she wondered they didn’t just fall into the pines below. Slung beneath the smartfiber wing, she could just about have kicked them if she had been so inclined. Still, her sinuses stung from stomach acid, and every breath left an awful taste about which she could do nothing.

“Without weapons, we are naked,” he said.

“Some weapons are in the mind, or the muscles.”

“Of course.” She could hear the grin returning to Bashar’s voice. “But the mind can’t drop a sniper at eighty meters unassisted.”

“Thank you.” Mindy’s voice came out smaller than she’d intended.

“I like you.” After a long silence, he added. “I haven’t liked anyone in years.”

“I’m honored.”

“Surprised might be more appropriate.” The grin was still strong in his voice. “I know I am.”

Mindy knew she had something of the measure of this man now, so she needled him a bit. “Sure you’re not just getting old?”

“Show me someone who isn’t, and I’ll show you someone who’s dead.”

She had to laugh at that, for all that the joke rang hollow against the four corpses they’d left behind them in the woods.

“We’ll land on Powell Butte,” Bashar said. “Stash the microlight in a tree, and walk into town.”

“I can call for pick-up,” she offered. “Crown would send a car.” So would Cascadia LEC, but she didn’t need some excitable ladder-climber taking Bashar in on any of his multitude of old warrants.

“We’ll have to at some point, but nowhere near where I leave the aircraft off.”

“Fair enough.”

They broke out over farmland. He dropped the plane so low she could smell the cows in the dark beneath them. Hay, too, and a whiff of diesel. Someone out here—they were near Sandy, she thought—had the wealth and connections to still run a tractor.

After a time of crossing fallow fields, stands of trees, and the slick strips of a rewilded highway, Mindy asked a question that had been nibbling at the edge of her thoughts for hours.

“What else do you know about Lightbull and the bombings?”

He didn’t answer at first, easing them along just above the old roadway that was now a carpet of flowers. She wondered if Bashar had heard her, or if he was ignoring the question.

Finally, he answered. “Depends on what you mean by ‘know.’ Don’t have much data, many facts. Already told you that.”

Ah hah, Mindy thought. He had left something out earlier, something that had been niggling at her since, below the level of conscious thought. “What else do you think?”

“I think …” Bashar paused, apparently choosing his words with great care. “I think today was not the first time they tried to kill me. I think they’ve tried to buy me off, possibly twice, though with sufficient subtlety that I could not be sure of any part of that. Most of all, I think they sent Tygre to us in Cascadiopolis. Which makes it very hard for me to see Lightbull, or whoever they really are, as an enemy.”

“They tried to kill you as recently as this afternoon. They bombed Cascadiopolis and the first daughter-city at Three Fingered Jack. I’d hate to meet your real enemies, if these people are not.”

“Surely you’ve been shot at by friends.” His voice was deadly serious.

She watched something pale and blobby slide by in a meadow beneath them. A parachute? “Actually, yes. It’s an occupational hazard of being a cop. But the Cascadiopolis bombing wasn’t friendly fire.”

“Wasn’t it? What percentage of our population died?”

“About one percent, I think.”

“And how many daughter-cities do we have now?”

“How would I know?” Mindy demanded. “Dozens.”

“Does that sound like extermination to you?”

“No …” She had to admit, he was right. “More like pruning. For growth.”

“Right. This is what I have thought as well. Maybe Tygre was a gardener, sent to deadhead the Green movement so we’d blossom in a hundred new places. Maybe Lightbull are the landscape architects.”

“So why try to kill us today?”

“Secrecy. Paranoia. Due caution from their point of view.” He shrugged, setting the microlight to an alarming rocking that caused Mindy to retch. “Who are you and I to people who plan and think in terms of population across generations?”

She had an answer for that, once she’d gotten her gut back under control. “I don’t know about you, but I’m someone who’d like to stay alive.”

•  •  •

Bashar landed the microlight in a burn scar on the shoulder of Powell Butte. It was an abandoned residential neighborhood, though in the dark Mindy could not tell if the rewilding had been deliberate or natural. Though the night was fairly cool, she was soaked with sweat, and her breath was still sour from the stomach-wrenching flight.

Bashar smelled like a man. Not an old man, just, well, generically male. Strapped in close to him for the last hour and half, she’d come to appreciate his scent, though right now she’d appreciate a shower a great deal more.

“How far do you want to go before we call Crown’s people for a pickup?” she asked him.

“West of the 205 perimeter.”

What had once been a major highway was now a defensive berm. Though Southeast Portland had grown so wild and anarchic that Mindy wasn’t sure whether the berm was keeping danger in or out. She figured people on both sides of the old highway were probably just as happy to be separated from the other side.

Southeast Portland wasn’t dangerous in the usual sense, like the ruins of Beaverton, or Capitol Hill in Seattle. On those streets you could be mugged for your shoes, or the color of your eyes. People here were more political than desperate. But ever since the militia days of American conservatism, ‘political’ meant armed as often as not. The difference here was that they usually asked questions first and shot second. And even odds someone would bother to bury you if you got capped by a political. Get mugged in the usual fashion, and you’d be lucky to be put out with the garbage.

Small comfort either way to a corpse, but Mindy supposed that was part of the fine line between civilization and savagery—whether you talked to people before or after you killed them.

Bashar had obviously used this route before. She helped him fold the microlight and heft it into a handy maple tree in a mesh bag. Once the aircraft had been secured, he moved swiftly down Powell Butte, not bothering to follow the younger growth along the old roadbeds, but simply moving through what had once been housing lots, their history attested by the odd surviving bit of cedar fence, or fragment of foundation. Along the way, they stepped past an almost intact swimming pool that now had a stream flowing into it, then draining from the other side.

She thought she saw a very large fish sulking in the shadowed depths.

“Why’d you change your mind?” she asked Bashar, addressing her question to the old man’s back. His homespun cotton shirt was soaked with sweat, too, plastered to his back under his leather pack.

“Same mind I always had.” He leapt over a half-buried toilet, a feral rose growing out of its bowl.

“I meant about meeting Crown.”

“Because I’m old, and curious.” He glanced over his shoulder at her, gaze piercing even in the dark of the once-suburban woods. “Because you mean it when you come looking for a dead man. You’re not scoring points or bucking for promotion or taking a pay-off. More people like you in the world, things wouldn’t be as bad as they are.”

“You’re Green,” she protested. “Bad is good for you.”

That stopped his loping pace completely. He stepped so close she could smell the cloves on his breath. “No, Detective Fleischer.” He sounded quite irked. Was entering the city turning Bashar more political? “You’ve got it all wrong. Bad is bad. You know how many people have died too young or too soon in the past eighty years, from wars or hunger or oppression or sheer mismanagement? About two billion, we think. That’s a lot of case files.

“Green is just a response. We think of ourselves as a cultural immune system, sometimes. It’s a lousy metaphor, but it helps. Like any immune system, there are lots of types of antigens. The daughter-cities. The J. Appleseed Foundation.” His right forefinger tapped her chest, just between and above her breasts. “Good cops like you, with transjurisdictional authority. You think there was anything like the LECs fifty or sixty years ago? Another response.

“Bad is bad for everyone. We’re just trying.”

“I’m sorry,” she said. “I didn’t mean to offend.”

“You’re listening to me, Detective. Do you know how rare that is?”

“Yes,” she said. “In my line of work, I do have a sense of how rare that is.”

“Well, maybe you would at that,” he replied, settling into a sort of grumble. “Read the book sometime. I explained it a lot better when I had time to write and think. Too busy staying ahead of time these days to do any more of that.”

“Crown,” she reminded him, conscious that they were standing around in the dark on the wrong end of the city arguing politics.

“Crown.”

•  •  •

They crossed the 205 perimeter by the simple expedient of walking up to the gate. Mindy was distinctly unsurprised to see that Bashar knew the challenges and countersigns for the EastPort Rangers who guarded the passage that used to be the Powell Boulevard underpass. They gave her a long stare that she probably could have met with a combination of badge flashing and bluffing, but she was happy to do this Bashar’s way.

Then she realized that both of them were covered with forest wrack, blood spatters and machine oil. The two of them looked exactly like the popular image of Green terrorists.

The EastPort Rangers didn’t seem overly bothered by them, once Bashar had said a few of the right things.

On the far side, as they walked past a pair of burned-out McDonald’s—she’d always wondered why there were two of them—another thought occurred to Mindy. “You going to fly your plane back out of here?”

“Oh, it’s not mine. The microlights are turked out at drop points all over Cascadia. If you know, you can go.”

That piqued her curiosity. “When did you attend flight school?”

Bashar laughed. “What’s flight school?”

That explained a lot.

“When do we call Crown?”

“82nd Avenue,” he replied.

Ten blocks. They could make it that far. She drew her riot pistol, released the safety, and ostentatiously checked the load. Just flashing her credentials for being on the Southeast streets a bit before midnight.

Bashar followed suit with his little carbon fiber pistol. The screwy rifle remained broken down in his pack. They picked a path among burned-out cars and the scattered remains of barriers.

The talk had gone out of her, but not the heart. Dead men notwithstanding, Mindy had the feeling today’s work would turn out to have been important. She just didn’t know how.

They reached Bashar’s target unmolested, though Mindy had spotted at least three different people shadowing them. Out here, the bloodstains were probably helpful.

She palmed her phone’s fob and dialed the number of Crown’s assistant again, hoping like hell that he had an air car on stand-by. She didn’t think her nerves could take the long drive across Southeast.

On the other hand, her nerves probably couldn’t stand any more overenthusiastic night flying.

•  •  •

Graffito appearing throughout Cascadia, late summer of 2070:

We are finished
The city is finished
The world is finished
You are finished
Follow the fire
Follow the light
Follow the burning city
Follow the burning world
From the ash we will recast ourselves
Amid stones and bones
We are finished
But we will return

•  •  •

The days of agreement will never come

Crown woke to silence. This time even the machines seemed to have fallen asleep. He’d been so accustomed to the whirring of fans, the clicking of pumps. “Kornbluth?”

For a moment, he thought he was truly alone. Was this death? Now? A flash of rage surged through him. Too soon! Too soon!

“Sir,” said Hubbard. “You are dreaming.”

Crown woke again and found equipment machine carts pushed to one side. A sleepy-looking med tech was examining his arm.

“Am I dying?” he asked.

“No,” the med tech said shortly.

“You asked to be prepared for visitors.” It was Hubbard again. “We have three security contractors waiting in the hall. Bashar and Detective Fleischer are being retrieved by other contractors, due here in about twenty minutes.”

His dream-rage died away with that news. “They’re coming.”

“As a point of interest, the Gold Man prototype will be delivered in two days, sir,” Hubbard added.

Crown knew he should review the operator’s manual, or specs, or something. No, that could wait. “Any further word on our various queries?” His energy was back, however briefly. Crown reflected on how narrow his life had become, that getting an entire sentence out of his mouth in one flow could be a major accomplishment.

“More data on Patriot, Inc. has come to light,” said Kornbluth. “Our forensic accountants have determined that the contract structure previously uncovered is a sham. Patriot is far more interpenetrated with the J. Appleseed Foundation than we realized.”

“How much of that am I paying for?”

“Unknown as of yet, sir.”

“Sit up, please, Mr. Crown,” said the med tech. “I have a jacket to cover your lines.”

Crown allowed himself to be ministered to in silence, while thinking hard on J. Appleseed, Patriot and the bull-slayers.

•  •  •

The three contractors were a mixed bag. One was a burly giant, a Hispanic man straight out of some online serial about thugs and drugs. He more than looked the part. The other two were a man and woman, both ethnically ambiguous, whipcord thin and nearly vibrating with energy. Crown wondered if they were siblings, or spouses.

Or possibly both.

It didn’t matter to him.

“We’ve been briefed, sir,” said the woman. Traces of some floral perfume lingered around her. “Your, ah, assistants, are very well supplied with information.” Her partner eyed the med tech suspiciously, while the beef slab swept the room with a small, handheld detector.

“You know who’s … coming?” Damn damn damn. He needed his voice, his personality, to meet Bashar again.

“The most dangerous man in Cascadia,” she replied. The big man glanced over at that, shrugged, and resumed his sweep. “We are not here to contest with him. Only to protect you.”

“He is not a threat to me.” Crown struggled to keep his breath, keep talking. “But trouble follows him.”

“He is trouble,” rumbled the big man, but he sounded amused.

Crown trusted his expert systems implicitly, even in the light of the recent exercise with Protocol Beria, but he still wished he’d found time to read the files on these three.

“Sir,” said Kornbluth. “The aircar has landed on the hospital roof. They will be here in three to five minutes.”

That would be record time clearing security. Crown wondered how Bashar would manage that. The famously invisible man, walking into one of the most closely guarded buildings in Cascadia.

Not his problem. And Bashar wouldn’t be Bashar if he couldn’t solve it for himself.

Old men, fighting old fights. Crown was tired of everything, but mostly he was tired of being wrong. Sixty years of adult life as a Restorationist, trying to reverse the decline of free market capitalism, and now he had come to believe that he’d been betting on the wrong horse all that time. Hedged bets, given his indirect investments in J. Appleseed and elsewhere, but still bets facing the wrong way.

Being pulled further off by the bull slayers. Who the hell were they?

Beef slab and the small, silent man slipped into the outer room of Crown’s suite. The woman pulled the smallest gun he’d ever seen out of her minimal cleavage, checked it carefully, and tucked it back in.

•  •  •

Mindy and Bashar followed a pair of gray-uniformed guards through half a dozen checkpoints and two biocontainment barriers and one shoe bath. Her badge got her through without questions or a weapons check. Bashar flashed an ID card she didn’t recognize, and even some indiscreet neck craning on her part couldn’t tell her much except that the man’s picture was on it along with someone else’s name. It had the same effect as her badge, however.

Whoever he was pretending to be remained a mystery to her. The logo, laser-scribed in a holographic matrix, couldn’t be read from her angle. Mindy would have paid good money for a solid look.

Of course, she could just ask.

The guards stopped outside an unmarked door. One, a diminutive black man whose nametag read Levine, D., frowned at her. “He has his own security inside. You’ll have to satisfy them.” His tone of voice very decidedly said, not my problem.

The room within was a sitting room with two sofas, a writing desk and a kitchenette, along with an unfortunate hospital smell and no windows. It was currently dominated by a pair of men. One was large and dangerous; the other was small and dangerous. Mindy hated fighting small men. They tended to be quite vicious, having learned to be hard without the benefit of overpowering muscle or leverage.

It was the big man who spoke, to her secret relief. “We’re to check IDs only. No pat downs. Mr. Crown hopes this expression of trust will be reciprocated.” He pronounced the last word oddly, as if it had just been taught to him.

Mindy produced her badge again. Bashar simply stood, his arms loose at his side. Ready for violence.

The small man examined her badge, passing it over an active reader to chirp the veri-chip that was the current effort at anti-counterfeiting. He glanced up at her. “I’ve heard of you.”

“All wine and roses, I hope,” Mindy said.

“Hmm. You popped the perp on the St. Cloud murders.”

She had, at that. The case had been four years cold, but she’d found the man hiding out in a commune outside of Springfield, working as an expert on grains and seeds. Everything had hinged on a DNA sample from three husks of a strain of wheat not cultivated in the Western hemisphere. “That’s me.”

“I work LEC sometimes,” he admitted. “You got a good rep.”

All three of them looked at Bashar.

Bashar shrugged. “I am who I am.”

Yahweh or the highway? Mindy though irreverently, but kept her mouth shut.

The two bodyguards exchanged a swift look. Mindy knew that telegraphing well enough. She’d bet money that the beef boy was a LEC contractor, too. He had to be smarter than he looked. No way Crown would have hired somebody who was nothing but muscle and a big jaw.

“Yes, you are,” the big man finally said.

And somehow, that was that. She’d expected much deeper security, but maybe this was a trust exercise. Or classic person-to-person security.

The big man opened the connecting door and stood aside.

•  •  •

William Silas Crown appeared tiny. That couldn’t be right, she’d seen him on virteocasts over the years. He was one meter, eighty, at least.

It was his advanced age, she realized. Not a lot of people lived to be old anymore. And the fact that he was sitting up in a hospital bed. Crown wore a red linen jacket with a Nehru collar closed at the throat. His waist and legs were under blankets. Three racks of equipment and infuser pumps were arrayed behind him, currently under dust covers she’d be willing to bet hadn’t been there half an hour ago. The room smelled of old age, rubbing alcohol, and perspiration.

Crown himself looked like a corpse that hadn’t quite caught up to current events. His eyes were like raisins, set back in a network of wrinkles and pain lines. Such hair as he had was pallid wisps across a spotted scalp. His hands were like claws, fingers closed about halfway to a fist, the tendons of the back of the hand prominent and strangely wasted beneath the parchment skin.

“Detective Fleischer, Bashar. Forgive me for not rising to greet you.”

The pain behind his every word and action was acutely obvious to Mindy, who’d been observing her father’s mindless decay for some years now. Beside her, Bashar nodded, somehow imparting all the dignity and respect of a formal bow in the simple dip of his chin.

“There is nothing to forgive, sir,” she said. Where had that ‘sir’ come from?

Bashar glanced at her, at the female guard hovering behind the head of Crown’s bulky medical bed, then back at Crown. “We have met, Mr. Crown.”

“Under unfortunate circumstances,” Crown said, then stifled a cough.

Bashar nodded again. “We are both old men. Fortunate circumstances are no longer our lot. My remaining time is not much deeper than yours.”

The question, What do you want? hung in the air between them. An entire unspoken conversation seemed to be taking place before Mindy’s eyes. The shared experience of a vanishing generation, people who remembered the world as it used to be. Or the shared experience of Cascadiopolis.

“I sent Tygre Tygre to you,” Crown said. He closed his eyes, took several slow, shallow breaths. “But he was never mine.”

“He belonged to no one but himself,” Bashar replied.

“And the bull-slayers.”

That was a test shot if Mindy had ever heard one.

Bashar favored Crown with a long, impassive stare. It was the heaviest silence Mindy had ever experienced. She watched the guard tense up, then made eye contact with the woman, silently willing her to stay out of this exchange.

“Lightbull,” Bashar said, almost casually.

“Tauroctony,” replied Crown.

Tauroctony. What the hell was that? Counting bulls, maybe, but her education wasn’t up to sorting out the Classical roots.

“The bombings …” Bashar’s voice trailed off, the first time Mindy had seen any evidence of uncertainty in the man.

They stopped talking in code then, and began trading information about Lightbull, Patriot, Inc., and the decline and fall of American culture.

She listened, fascinated, as two full lifetimes of experience crossed over before her eyes. And ears, perhaps.

The two old men spoke for almost fifteen minutes, an interchange of ellipses and allusions and compressed bursts of facts, punctuated by coughing and occasional interjections from a set of unseen voices that turned out to be Crown’s expert systems.

Some of it she already knew from her own investigations, and spending the strange, violent day with Bashar. But the picture came together, at least partially, before her eyes. These two were better cold case crackers than she’d ever be.

Lightbull, whoever they were, had bombed Three Fingered Jack, and then Cascadiopolis. They had also hacked into Crown’s extremely well secured systems and directed money to something called Patriot, Inc. which might or might not be a division of Edgewater. Ownership was murky. A common thread from both the bombings and the hacking was Mexico City. That connected Tauroctony and Lightbull.

“Bull dancers,” Crown had said at one point. “Minoan women and Roman mystery cults and the corrida and the American stock market. Every last bastard of them, bull dancers.”

Mindy liked the image, could even follow all the references. Which was gratifying. These two old men made her feel stupid. The sheer density of their conversation was staggering.

“Tygre told me once in passing that he came from a secret school,” said Bashar finally. “Now we know something of them.”

Crown took a slow, rattling breath. “I will not be alive long enough to pursue them.”

“Neither will I,” Bashar replied. “But our heirs will be.”

“You don’t simply work for … J. Appleseed, do you?”

“I am J. Appleseed. Very, very few people know that.”

“Why Patriot?” Crown took another long, rattling breath. “What’s the connection?”

Bashar smiled. “‘Behold, I send you forth as sheep in the midst of wolves: be ye therefore wise as serpents, and harmless as doves.’”

“Book of Matthew,” Crown said with a heavy sigh. “I cannot recall chapter and verse anymore.”

“Matthew 10:16.” He added diffidently, “Not that I’ve ever been a believer, but it’s good advice.”

Crown nodded. “You needed serpents … I only knew you as doves.”

“No one knows us as anything but doves. Sometimes we must bite back.”

A dusty, hacking laugh. “And doves don’t have teeth.”

“No. But bulls do.”

Lightbull has not only teeth but orbital assets, Mindy thought, remaining quiet.

“Set the serpents on bulls,” Crown said.

Nodding in return, Bashar replied, “It would be a long, slow war even so.”

Crown closed his eyes a while. The guard stirred, glanced at Mindy, then held her place. Bashar was silent as any worshipper at an altar. Mindy continued to keep her own counsel.

Finally, Crown spoke again. “The majority of my funds … will flow to J. Appleseed … on my death. Use them well.”

“Lightbull may not be our enemy,” Bashar pointed out.

“They may not be our friends.” Crown shuddered. “I have spent my life … trying to buy back the past. I’d like to pay for the future, instead.”

Bashar reached out and touched Crown’s hand. “I wish I had known you earlier in life.”

“I am glad I did not … meet you later.” Crown laughed again. “It would have been a one-way … conversation.”

“We go,” said Bashar.

Wordless, Mindy followed the old Green out of the room, out of the suite, out of the hospital, and onto the well-paved, well-lit, well-patrolled streets of Marquam Hill and the OHSU complex.

The night had come on rain, so the few lights of Portland were misty glimmers. Even the city smelled like forest, out here. She was conscious of Mt. Hood looming a hundred kilometers distant, four corpses moldering in the forests at the mountain’s skirts, her Unimog their funerary offering.

“Bull cults,” she said.

“Secret schools.” Bashar looked her over. “Like secret cities, but harder to find.”

“Now what?” she asked.

“I have business in the Midwest. I will find a train going east. You have answers in the bombings, but they are useless to Cascadia LEC.”

“I’m not sure I have answers. Just questions.”

“Welcome to life,” he said.

“Before you go …” Mindy found herself suddenly very shy. “I’d like you to meet someone. You have time?”

“Can it wait?” he asked, not unkindly.

That meant Bashar would be back, that she might see him again. And Dad had all the time in the world. Every minute was the same to him, from now until death. “Sure. It can wait.”

She watched Bashar walk away into the rain. Eventually a guard came by to ask her what she was doing. Mindy flashed her badge and told him to call Cascadia LEC for a pickup.

•  •  •

Mexico City (NetPressWorx, 05/04/2073):

Major data exchange shut down by mysterious mold, seven hospitalized. Federal bioterrorism units investigating as industrial sabotage. Spokesmen deny any breaches of data or network security.

•  •  •

We began in light, so shall we end in light

“I wish to write a note,” Crown said.

“I am ready to take it down.” Hubbard. Kornbluth was dealing with the legal and business matters associated with Protocol Leopold, and Heinlein was researching some final options.

“No, a note. On paper. With a pen.”

“To whom?”

“I shall address it.” Crown added, “This is a lost art.”

Most of the machines had been disconnected, and his room was quiet as ever it had been. Outside the window the late moon rose past the pointed bulk of Mt. Hood.

Crown stared a while before adding, “They will be here long after we are all dust.”

“I’m sorry?” Hubbard was being very polite.

The woman security agent, whose name Crown could not recall, entered the room carrying a folder. “Classic paper, sir.” She also offered him a fountain pen.

“Where did you get these?” he asked.

“Kornbluth asked us hours ago to locate writing material.” Her voice was puzzled.

Someone is getting psychic in their old age, Crown thought, before correcting himself. He was the only old one here. “Thank you,” he remembered to say, before staring out the window again and wondering who walked free under the summer night.

After a while, a nurse came to finish unhooking him, disapproval written in the pinching of his face. Crown ignored the man and began to write.

•  •  •

Mindy sat amid the odors of ketchup and coffee with her datamat in the old diner she favored, ignoring her plate of cultured turkey and sweet potatoes in favor of an ever-deepening spiral of research. Franklin hadn’t been happy with her expense report on the Cascadiopolis investigation, and even less happy with her field report.

“Yes, it was political,” he’d admitted when she pushed. “A tip from high up. Some Edgewater boys, I suspect.”

She’d tried to resign then, but he wouldn’t take her badge from her. “Take a few days,” he’d said.

So Mindy did what she always did. She visited her dad, ate bad food, and stared at old files. Time off wasn’t much different from time on. Sooner or later, she’d go over the wall, go Green, but Bashar had been right. The world needed people like her. At least for a while yet.

The datamat told her more than she could ever want to know about bulls and fire, Mithras and Minoan Crete. Conspiracy theories and conspiracy facts. She could sift data with the best of them. Someday she’d see the pattern.

Someday she’d see the bull dancers.

For now, it was enough to know without proof.

•  •  •

Private correspondence hand-written with fountain pen on parchment from the mid-20th, undated, unsigned, archives of the J. Appleseed Foundation:

The lesson I missed until the very end was that not only did money not matter now, but money had never mattered. The Pandora’s box of the Industrial and Information Revolutions has become a shattered piggy bank. Hope is the rarest of currencies. I give you my hoard, for I shall not need it where I go next.

•  •  •

“I may be some time,” will be his epitaph

Crown walked under the sun, for what he knew was the last time in his life. He’d already emancipated the expert systems, buying them citizenship in the virtual state of net.free, which honored AI rights to Kornbluth’s satisfaction. The Gold Man lurched, something misfiring slightly in its left leg, but still he walked.

Mt. St. Helens was long recovered from its late twentieth century mishap. The forest around him was almost a hundred years old. Young, by the standards of the deep woods, but enough for tall trees and elk and hidden glades filled with lavender flowers and orange butterflies and the bright sounds and scents of summer. Hidden somewhere nearby was Ciudad St. Helens, but that didn’t matter now.

He breathed as deeply as he could, and didn’t worry so much about his body.

Eventually, even with the prototype Gold Man exoskeleton doing all the work, it was time to sit down. He chose the spot with care, within a stand of lodgepole pines that offered both a pretty view of the mountain and invisibility from overflights. The air smelled of freedom and loam, and so he followed the scent down into the darkness beneath the earth, dreaming for the last time of bleeding bulls and fires tall in the night.


A Symmetry of Serpents and Doves

Charity Oxham crouched behind a rusting car and cursed the rain that ran down the back of her neck. She adjusted the strap on the ops goggles she wore and blinked through the data as it scrolled by. 

The rain wasn’t the only thing she cursed tonight.

She glanced toward Hemming where he hunkered down beside her. Like her, he clutched a Colt Stinger in his hands and muttered beneath his breath as the sounds of the gunshot reverberated through the dilapidated neighborhood. 

“This was supposed to be a simple bag and tag,” she whispered. “Ellis said so.”

Hemming chuckled, tipping his head so that the rain trickled off his ball cap. Beneath the visor, his eyes glowed green behind his own goggles. “Nothing’s simple with Ellis.”

She and her squad were here to pick up one Terrence Ichabod on a handful of warrants that D.C.’s finest had outsourced to Edgewater as a part of its move towards efficiency best practices. Deputized Eddies helped out with patrols, with relatively minor enforcement issues and with outstanding warrants.

Only this one had gone badly. Ichabod wasn’t alone. And worse: He and his friends were decidedly up to no good. 

And armed.

Another shot rang out.

Charity poked her head up over the fender of the car. She had her squad marked now in overview mode and could see them positioned around the junk-strewn yard that surrounded Ichabod’s shack.

She clicked her tongue, opening her mic. “Carter, Murphy,” she whispered. “Do we have confirmation on what they’re packing?”

Carter’s voice reached her first. “One each Remington .12 gauge pump action.”

“Three each 9mm Glocks,” Murphy added.

“Fuck,” Hemming said.

“I’m calling it,” Charity said. She didn’t want to. The last thing she wanted was to interrupt Ellis’s dinner, but she could already hear the sirens. Another click and she pulled up his wireless. 

He picked up on the first ring. “What is it, Oxham?”

“Shots fired,” she said. “Local’s been dispatched.”

She heard background noise—glasses and cutlery clinking. She also heard the anger in his voice though she could tell that he was trying to hold it back. “We can’t lose this contract. Take him down.”

“But—”

“I’ll call local off. You bring him in, Oxham. I don’t care what it takes.”

“Are you authorizing lethal engage—” The line clicked and she swallowed the rest of the question. Of course he was. He just didn’t want to be on record as saying so. 

She patched voice in to the rest of her squad. “Okay, boys,” she said. “Ellis is calling off the heat; we’re it.”

Charity clutched the Stinger. It was sleek and dark, surprisingly light in her hands. Colt had made quite a comeback with the first in its nonlethal line of handguns. Edgewater’s own track record during the Baker-Dansforth Riots and a half dozen other local police actions had helped nudge industry forward in this regard and though the pistol’s range was for shit, the cluster of needles it delivered could drop a linebacker at full run in twenty seconds.

Twenty seconds, though, was an eternity of exposure when three Glocks and a Remington were involved. Charity holstered the Stinger and reached for the small Walther 9mm strapped to her ankle, working the action. “Change up, boys,” she said into her throat mic. “We’re authorized lethal.”

She listened for acknowledgment. When she had it, she peeked over the fender of the car and slid the safety off. “What do you think?” she asked Hemming.

He poked his head around the rear bumper and pulled back quickly as another blast thundered from the shack, buckshot tearing at the metal. “I think they’re not very good at this.”

She nodded. “Okay. Carter, let’s make ‘em cry. We’ll cover.”

“You’d better,” he said.

She was vaguely aware of the green ghost of him moving through the debris of the yard in the left eyepiece of the goggles even as she sighted down on a darkened window through her right. She squeezed off a shot, feeling the pistol push her hand back even as she eased its muzzle down once, twice, three times. She listened to the music of shattering glass and the thudding drum beat of bullets on wood.

Even as she fired, she heard Hemming and Murphy doing the same and tracked Carter’s movement in the goggles. When he reached an engine block within seven meters, he went prone, popped top and arced the gas canister through a broken window. 

“It’s in,” he said, drawing his own pistol.

She heard the hiss of the gas and counted slowly, waiting for the chokes and coughs that meant she might bring this around without any casualties. What she heard next, though, convinced her otherwise.

Laughter. It was muted by the masks they wore, but laughter nonetheless.

“Fuck,” she said. “Eyes inside, Carter.”

“On it.” She watched him through the goggle as he fished another canister out of his cargo pocket. He glanced beyond the engine block as he pulled the pin on the Sony cam-mite. Inside the house, a pistol cracked and Carter jerked his head back. “I’m gonna need some help here,” he said.

They laid down cover while he waited. Then on a silent count of three, Carter popped up and tossed the cam-mite through the broken window. There was a dull whumping sound and a flash of light. Before both had faded, Charity had spun away from her overhead view and pulled up the cam feed. Grainy images coalesced as thousands of microscopic lenses focused.

The first thing she saw was the chair. Wooden and plain, it sat in the middle of the room and on it lay a crate she recognized immediately. It was open, it was empty, and she felt her stomach lurch. “Boys,” she said, “we have a bigger prob—”

Before Charity could finish, the night lit up around her and the noise of the first grenade choked out all other sound but the high pitched ringing in her ears. A second explosion went off somewhere near Murphy but even it seemed muffled in comparison. The staccato burst of gunfire that followed barely registered. She forced herself to breathe and scrolled through the datastream. Carter was gone. Murphy was screaming and thrashing about. Hemming was putting rounds into the house with methodic intent.

“Fall back,” she shouted into her throat mic, raising her own pistol to cover their retreat while she spun up the emergency dispatch officer. 

When it was all said and done, at the end of a long night and surrounded by a crowd of local enforcement, federal agents and frantic media, she’d lost two good men and Edgewater’s contract for the D.C. Wilds. When Ellis approached her after they’d finally carried Ichabod and his men out of the house, she didn’t even bother to ask what he wanted.

 She put her guns and her badge into his outstretched hand, told him to go fuck himself, and waited near the ambulance for the next round of questions about what exactly had gone wrong.  

•  •  •

Sunday mornings were the hardest, George Applebaum thought as he closed the Bible on his pulpit. He looked up at his congregation and faked the smile once again, amazed at how much more tired it made him with each passing service. He raised his hands high in a benediction that had become his trademark over the years. “Now,” he said around that forced smile, “go out and be God’s children where you live.”

That was the cue. Soft music started up and he made his escape from the pulpit, leaving the platform quickly and slipping past the congregation to take his place at the door. This part was the worst. This was not a carefully crafted sermon where he could pick his words and line them up with the person he was slowly becoming. Here at the door, he had to look them in the eye and say things to them that he no longer believed.

He shook hands as people slowly left. On a good Sunday, it would be at least an hour. On a bad one, closer to ninety minutes. It just depended on who was sick that week or who had lost their job or exactly which passage of scripture had them perplexed or what television program or book ought to be boycotted. And he stood, he smiled, he nodded, and sometimes he even prayed right there with them.

But he didn’t believe a word of it anymore. And he couldn’t really even pinpoint a time when he stopped, just moments of awareness along the way. 

Today, he thought, would be a bad one. There were visitors this week. And visitors always meant more time.

The first was a couple from Los Angeles. They were simple and he moved them along with less hypocrisy than he’d expected. But the second was a group of young men that approached him together though he could’ve sworn they’d sat apart. He recognized them from the service earlier—each had followed his references carefully in tattered leather bibles of their own. He’d marked them instantly as hardcore.

“Brother Applebaum,” one of the men said, extending a calloused hand. “Brother Frost at Wahkiakum Bible Temple and Holiness Seminary sends us with his greetings in the name of the Lord.” 

Billy Frost. He’d not talked to Billy in years. They’d met at Southwestern Bible in their first year and had worked revivals and street corners together while they earned their Masters in Divinity. Those were the eager, early, hungry years. But Frost’s convictions had drilled deeper into an extremism that Applebaum couldn’t fathom even then … let alone now … and though the man pastored his own church just a few hours away, he’d not seen him more than a handful of times in twenty years. He blinked time away and found his smile. “It’s nice to meet you boys. What’s Brother Frost been up to?”

The tallest of the four seemed to be their spokesman. He grinned. “You know Brother Frost. He’s just preaching up a storm.” His face flushed a little. “He told us you were a quiet one but that we ought to listen real good.”

Applebaum nodded. “He was always the rowdy one. I hope you enjoyed yourselves today.”

They all nodded. “We did. We’ll be back. We’re staying in town for a few weeks before we go on our mission trip.”

The light in the young man’s eyes struck something in Applebaum and he wanted to ask more. But the four were moving off, walking with their heads held high, young men with confident purpose.

I was that way once. Now, they were gone, out the doors and into a Sunday afternoon as the next in line approached.

Normally, he’d have forgotten those young men within a week. But they stayed with him and for the next three Sundays they shook his hand in the foyer after intently listening to his every word. 

Then, on an otherwise quiet Tuesday, a nearby apartment complex exploded in a cloud of C4, rubble and human body parts. Churches were good for rumors and they flew up and down the prayer chain that day until it came back to his office.

“Did you know we had people there?” Sister Rebecca asked him from the doorway of his office.

His head came up and he felt the news like an ice pick in his stomach. “We did?”

She nodded soberly, her mascara already running from the tears. “Twelve dead, I hear,” she said, shaking her head. “Including those four new boys. Fellas on the news are saying they think it was a bomb.” 

The thudding of his heart was a hammer as life drove another nail into the coffin of George Applebaum’s faith.

•  •  •

Charity Oxham ran until she lost herself in the relentless splash of one foot in front of the other as the rain and wind worked her over. DC weather sucked, it always did, but it sucked more today. She’d given up an entire day to reports and interviews before busing to the tiny studio she called home. Usually, she could get one of the patrols to give her a lift home. But no one was making eye contact with her after she’d lost Murphy and Carter in a soft entry op gone fatally bad. They sure as hell weren’t offering her a ride. The stink of failure was contagious.

She’d collapsed onto her fold-out. After tossing and turning the night away, she showered, pulled on her sweats and hit the street to run it off.

There just aren’t enough miles. Charity was pushing ten at this point and she could feel it in her ankles and calves. Still, it was better than what gnawed at the edges of her conscience. She’d lost people under her command before, certainly, and at some level she knew all losses were equal in their senselessness. But it felt different in the wilds of Southeast D.C., as opposed to a village in Pakistan or Nigeria. When she and her boys had geared up Tuesday evening, they thought they were picking up a felon, but nothing in the briefing had indicated the level of violent response they’d encountered.

And now, two men—men with wives and children—were dead. And she was responsible.

Charity blinked at the tears and forced her mind back to the thud-splash-thud of one foot ahead of the other. 

She’d put another mile between her and her guilt when her earbud tickled. She ignored it the first two times, letting it roll over to voicemail. But when it tickled a third time, she tapped her glasses on to see who was hell-bent on finding her. The number was blocked.

She slowed, and as she did, she noticed the sedan out of the corner of her eye. The vehicle was out of place here on the edge of Obama Park, larger than the other electric cars and one of the few in this part of town where bikes and buses were the norm. It moved slower than it needed to, keeping pace with her. When she stopped running, it pulled to the curb and stopped as well.

The earbud tickled again and with one eye on the sedan, she picked up this time. “Oxham.”

It was a man’s voice. “Sergeant Oxham, my name is John Forrester, chief of staff for Senator Rodriguez.”

Senator Rodriguez. It was strange hearing her former C.O. referred to as a senator. She’d known about the election, of course, and would’ve gladly cast her vote for the woman. They’d been out of touch for most of a decade but Charity couldn’t imagine any political landscape that she wouldn’t trust Captain Sandra Rodriguez to navigate with all the savvy and relentless tenacity that she brought to bear as a soldier. Half the citations on the dusty uniform in her closet came from listening to her.

“The Senator,” Forrester continued, “would like to meet with you this morning if you are available.”

Charity jogged in place, glancing again to the car before scanning the area quickly. “I don’t suppose she’s sent a car to collect me?”

The caller chuckled in her ear even as the rear passenger window slid down. A young white man with a round face and eyeglasses raised a hand and nodded slightly. “She has, Sergeant, in case you were amenable. She suggested I mention Tehran if you hesitated. Or I can just drive away …”

Tehran. Charity wished she didn’t remember it. They’d lost a lot of blood on that one and she herself would’ve been five point six liters of that blood if Rodriguez hadn’t saved her ass. They’d possumed-up among their own dead, swapped out their BDUs for burkhas when things had quieted down enough, and made it back to the DMZ. “You owe me,” Rodriguez told the young corporal, “and I call in all my debts … eventually.” Afterwards, Oxham had collected a citation and a promotion, in addition to living to fight another day.

“I assume,” she said, “that the Senator understands I’m not quite dressed for a formal meeting?”

“She does,” Forrester said. “The Senator is not one to place much emphasis on formality.”

It was Charity’s turn to chuckle and as she did, she disconnected and jogged to the car. She climbed into the back even as Forrester slid across the seat. He handed her a thick blue towel as she pulled the door closed, and was smart enough not to engage her in small talk as they started the long drive across town.

Charity watched the bicyclists and buses around them until the car emerged onto the Beltway and accelerated. In the front seat, the driver leaned back and let the automated road take over. When he did, she felt that sudden loss of control, which brought Murphy and Carter back to mind. 

Here, on the first day of an administrative leave pending investigation, a woman she owed her life to was calling in a favor.

Outside, the rain became a hail that pounded the car, bouncing off its hood and onto the highway. The shift was as sudden as unexpected gunfire. Charity Oxham closed her eyes against it, wondering just what moved toward her in the gray of this day.

•  •  •

George Applebaum felt the sweat trickling down his sides beneath his damp white shirt. He rubbed his temples and even considered, for a moment, praying that this latest headache would pass. He swallowed the words before he uttered them. Outside, feeble sunlight tried to penetrate the gray clouds that hung over so many Oregon days.

The day had started with the Portland police and Cascadia Law Enforcement Cooperative detectives waiting in his study, followed soon by the Feds, all asking roughly the same questions: What did he know of Casper Logan, Jack Devlin, Spencer Algood and Linus Cooper? How long had he known them? He’d told them what little he could. Something in their questions had perplexed him. The way the agents looked at him made him suddenly nervous, and the phrasing of their questions gave them an edge that he could’ve sworn was near accusatory in tone.

Still, he’d done his best to stay focused and forthright. Even though each time he asked what it was all about, they rebuffed his questions abruptly, letting him know that they weren’t at liberty to discuss it.

Of course, the news had been speculating from the start and that had him sweating. Four men, names withheld pending investigation, were suspected of bringing down the apartment building when a bomb-making concern in their own apartment went badly. They’d traced the young men to his church and, most likely, they’d traced easily back to Frost’s church as well. If he’d not been completely convinced his phone and email were tapped, he’d have already called Billy to find out what was going on.

It was just past five when he stood, gathering up his Bible and the small stack of papers he’d work on from home. Sister Rebecca had already left so he was surprised by soft footfalls on the carpet when he locked his door.

Next, he heard a quiet cough. “Reverend Applebaum?”

He turned and saw a man and woman in dark suits. Yet another law enforcement agency come to call. “Pastor Applebaum, actually.” He tried to find his smile.

“It looks like we’re catching you at a bad time, Pastor.”

He shook his head. “Not at all. I’ve been answering questions all day. A few more can’t hurt.”

The woman smiled and, for a moment, he thought he saw genuine sympathy. Her dishwater blonde hair was cut short. She stood a few inches less than her male counterpart. “Thank you. Is there someplace we can sit and talk?”

“Let’s step into the sanctuary.” Applebaum led them down the hall, through the foyer and into the large auditorium. He took a pew and twisted around, gesturing to the pew behind him. “Have a seat.”

They sat and the woman slipped a pair of glasses from her pocket, tapping the side. “Do you consent to biorecording, Pastor Applebaum?”

This was new. Of course, he’d heard of it. But the other officers had been old school with their notepads and mics. “Certainly.” He swallowed. “Tell me again which agency you’re with?”

“Patriot, Inc.,” she said in a matter-of-fact voice. A soft blue mist shaded the lenses of her glasses.

Ah, he thought. Private law enforcement, working contract for somebody big. “Of course.” George hoped his nerves didn’t flow into his voice.

“For the record, state your name.”

“George Harper Applebaum.”

“Thank you.” The woman opened a faux-leather bound notepad and brushed the screen to life with her fingertip. She held it out for him. “Do you recognize this?”

It was a picture of a charred credit card, held with tweezers, against the backdrop of an equally charred wallet lying open on a white patch of cloth. 

It was familiar. He could just make out the words “church” and “Applebaum.” He reached for his wallet, fumbled it open, and paled at what he didn’t find. “Where did you get that?”

She ignored his question. “What about this?” Her finger moved again and another image flashed onto the screen. It was an old-fashioned paper transaction report indicating a purchase at a feed and grain store in Newberg that Applebaum had never heard of, though the signature was a close enough approximation to his own.

“That,” she said, pointing to the quantity, “is a lot of fertilizer. We found most of it in an antique U-Haul truck they stored in Gresham.” She paused, her brow furrowing with concern. “Its rent was also paid with this card.”

Applebaum felt his scalp tingle. “I have no idea how—”

Balancing the notepad in one hand, she reached out to briefly touch his arm with her other. “We know that, George.” Her sudden shift to his first name along with the physical contact disconcerted him. “We think a member of your congregation stole the card and passed it to one of the four.”

Applebaum felt his jaw go slack with surprise. A member of your congregation stole the card. It was unfathomable because it had to be one of five who had access to his office. “Why would they do that?”

The woman looked at her partner then back to Applebaum. “We have reason to believe they were targeting the Cascadia and Western Governor’s Conference on Sustainability. Evidence suggests they were financing the operation with credit cards stolen from four area churches targeted by their local handler.”

“Handler?” 

She nodded. “We’ve identified three of the four as members of a domestic terrorist organization known as the Sons of New Jerusalem.” She touched the screen of her notepad and a familiar face grinned up at him. “The local cell is led by Pastor William Frost. You went to school with him.”

“We … we were friends.” He heard the hesitation in his own voice. He couldn’t believe what he was hearing. His friend had sent these four to his church? Worse: someone from his congregation, working for Frost, had taken his card, passed it along? To make bombs. To kill people.

Applebaum’s stomach lurched. All day long, he’d answered question after question, being told nothing in return. And now, in the span of fifteen minutes, he knew far more than he ever wanted to. The headache was back. He closed his eyes against it. “Why are you telling me all of this?” he finally asked.

“Because,” the woman said, “we’d like your help.”

From then on, the more she talked, the more George Applebaum’s head hurt. And after they left, he sat for a long time in the silence, amazed and terrified at what he’d just agreed to do.

•  •  •

They rode in silence. Charity watched the people slipping past outside the tinted windows until the driver dropped them off in the heavily secured garage beneath the Senate Office Building. From there, Forrester whisked her up an elevator and through security. The guards ran her glasses through a debugger and handed them back. Then they checked her unipass before ushering her along.

The halls were peppered with aides moving about their business. Charity suddenly felt self-conscious about her sneakers, sweats and ball cap. The only people who stood out more had to be the suits—the men and women of Patriot, Inc., a division of Edgewater handling outsourced Secret Service and counter-espionage. Security contractors like her had a saying: You had to be nuts to work for Edgewater; you had to be fucking nuts to work for Patriot.

The Patriot agents stood in corners and near exits, scanning the room with their dark glasses. 

Forrester guided her through a door and pulled it closed behind him as they entered an outer office. “Senator Rodriguez is expecting you.” He knocked on an inner door, and a voice Charity hadn’t heard in at least a decade called for them to come in.

He held the door, and Charity passed through. She’d expected him to follow but he didn’t. Forrester nodded curtly and closed the door quietly. 

Sandra Rodriguez stood and came around to the front of her desk, her smile wide. “Charity Oxham,” she said. “It’s good to see you.”

She resisted the sudden urge to salute. “It’s good to see you, Capt … I mean, Senator.”

They shook hands, then Rodriguez pointed to a chair. Charity sat as the senator made her way back to her side of the desk and a much bigger chair. She craned her neck toward the door and then pulled open a drawer. “Smoke?”

Rodriguez put a plain white box and a lighter on her desk blotter. She reached back down to draw out an antique smokeless ashtray that whirred to life when she hit a switch at its base. 

Charity’s mouth watered. “You have cigarettes?” 

Rodriguez pushed the box across. “French. I have a friend who brings them in through Canada.”

“It’s been a long time,” Charity said. She leaned forward and drew a cigarette from the box, the sweetness of the tobacco soft in her nose. She put it in her mouth and let Rodriguez light it for her, coughing slightly as the first of the smoke hit her lungs. She sighed. “I’ve missed these.”

Rodriguez nodded. “I gave them up when I got pregnant with Matt.” Her face clouded over when she said his name. “Picked them back up again when I jumped into politics.”

Charity drew in another lungful of the smoke, holding it briefly before exhaling it in the direction of the ashtray. Possession of two cartons or less was a misdemeanor in most states. Hell, they’d been expensive when they were legal.

“So,” Rodriquez said, “I heard about the other night. Sounds like you got bad intel.”

“Really bad intel,” Charity agreed.

Rodriguez shrugged. “I’m sure the investigation will reach the same conclusion.”

Charity nodded but she wasn’t certain that was so. Edgewater had learned over the years that someone had to take the fall and someone on the frontline was always preferred. “I certainly hope so.”

Rodriguez leaned forward. “Are you happy there, Oxham?”

She’d never really considered the question. It was what she did to earn her housing and utility allowance and her meal card. They’d recruited her straight out of the army. Fifteen years had already slipped by. She’d found the work meaningful but was she happy? She mustered a smile. “Well, at the moment I’m not.” 

“How would you like to come to work for me?”

Charity remembered the suits in the hallway and she felt her eyes narrow. “For you? Or for Patriot, Inc.?”

“For me, initially,” Rodriquez said. “But if it works out, I can arrange a transfer easily enough. Tom owes me a favor.”

Tom was Tom Haskins, CEO of Patriot. Charity knew her former CO was well connected these days, and this one made sense—Patriot and its parent company were headquartered in Rodriquez’s own Denver Free Zone. “That’s quite a string to pull,” she said.

Rodriquez nodded. “I really need your help, Charity.”

The cloud was back, and Charity suddenly saw the link. “It has something to do with Matt.” She felt the words in her gut. 

She’d never wanted children herself. When her CO announced she was transferring out of combat because she was pregnant, Charity had been convinced Rodriguez would change her mind and be back on the streets of Tehran in no time. But she hadn’t, and when Charity shipped stateside, she’d gone to see her captain and the bundle of life that had changed the woman into someone Charity couldn’t quite recognize.

“Yes. It has to do with Matt.” Rodriguez sighed. “He’s disappeared in Seattle. I need someone I can trust to track him down.”

Charity nearly dropped her cigarette. “Disappeared? Have you contacted the police?”

Rodriguez shook her head. “No. Not like that. Wherever he’s gone, he’s chosen to go there. He told me he was leaving. He sent a long email about it.” She waved her hands. “Hell, he sent it to everyone. His father. His friends. Even his girlfriend—he breaks up with her in the PS.” She reached down, touched the screen built into her desk. “There. I’ve forwarded it on.”

Charity’s glasses chirped. She resisted the urge to open the email. “He sent the same note to everyone?”

She nodded. “Yes. And it’s him … but it doesn’t sound like him.” She leaned forward. “The note’s riddled with references to history and the Bible. And the last activity on the account I maintain for him was a rather sizeable donation to a Lighthouse Bible Temple near Seattle. I think …” her voice trailed off and her eyes briefly made contact with Charity’s. When they did, she could see the fear in them. “I think he’s joined a cult.”

Of course. That’s why she chose me. Charity sighed. “Sandra, I’m not sure I’m the best person to—”

Rodriguez raised her hand. “You absolutely are, Charity. You’re a good scout. And you understand that world.”

Her father had spent his life studying it. And ultimately, he’d given his life for it. He’d made a comfortable home for himself on the bestseller list with his books. And between his firm, rational approach to parenthood and the impact of spending the last four years of her childhood in a foster home once an angry fundamentalist had gunned her father down after a debate, she’d grown up strong and hard. “Folks will ask you to believe in a lot of things,” he’d told her. “But you’ll always do best just believing in yourself, Tatertot.”

She shook the memory of him away, surprised again that she could smell the strange elixir of his cologne and sweat in her recollection. She took a deep breath.

“Okay,” she said. “I’ll do it.”

Rodriguez’s fingers flew. “Good. I’m pushing the contract over now. Once you execute it, you’ll have access to uni-trans and to a credit line for expenses. I’ve booked you on a flight to Seattle for this afternoon and authorized you to access his apartment and his co-lo server.” She slid a glasses case across the desk. “I’ve loaded this pair up with access to any database you could need. And at least a dozen ways to reach me, day or night.”

Charity took one final drag on the cigarette and then crushed it out, watching the smoke vanish. “I’ll find him.” She stood and they shook hands.

“Good,” said Rodriguez. “And welcome aboard, Oxham.”

•  •  •

George Applebaum glanced from the suitcase to the phone. Outside, a Portland autumn expressed itself in a wide gray palette. He felt the weather pressing him, squeezing him. He’d wondered for the last day and a half exactly what he’d gotten himself into, but he also knew he’d go through with it. He had to see for himself that it was true and he’d know the moment he looked the man in the eye.

Finally, he picked up the old cell phone they’d given him and punched in the numbers. He heard a familiar voice pick up on the third ring.

“Brother Frost.” His old friend sounded hoarse and it gave his southern drawl a gravelly resonance.

“Billy, George Applebaum here. Am I catching you at a bad time?”

The pause spoke volumes, but Frost recovered quickly. “Brother George. It’s good to hear your voice.” He coughed. “I’ve heard the news. I can’t tell you how sorry I am. I had no idea those boys were up to such mischief.”

“It seems they surely were.” Applebaum eyed the suitcase and forced himself to the script they’d suggested when they dropped it off. “I’ve had a lot of people coming around asking questions. I thought I’d better give you a shout.”

“I’m glad you did. I’ve been meaning to call but I just been busier than a fat boy at the barbecue. Those fellas have people here who are just beside themselves with the fruit of their wickedness.”

Frost’s sincerity impressed him. “Well,” George said, “I was hoping to talk with you more about that, Billy. There were some things that didn’t add up with those boys. You know they were attending here, right?”

More silence on the other end of the phone. “Of course I know, George,” he said. “I sent them your way. I thought it’d be good for them get a … broader view of the Kingdom. As to talking, I’m not sure how much help I could be.”

George counted to three, feeling the knot in his stomach tighten as he followed their script. “Some of these visitors I’ve been having seem to have another idea, Billy. I was thinking I’d come out your way and we could discuss it.”

This pause was the longest. “I think,” Frost said slowly, “that would be a fine idea, George.” Then, as an afterthought: “Bring your Bible and your rod. We’ll grab us some fish and some fellowship while you’re here.”

“That sounds good. How’s day after tomorrow?”

When they hung up, George looked to the suitcase again. They’d asked him to pack a bag after that first meeting and the next day, the woman—Abigail Hunter—had come by to pick it up. They returned it this morning.

“It’s all ready to go,” her nameless sidekick had told him, patting its handle.

George was still holding the phone when it rang. “Hello?”

The woman’s voice sounded nearby. “You handled that well, George. Really well. How are you feeling?”

He rubbed his temples. “I don’t know.”

The sincerity in her voice was nearly convincing. “You’ll be fine. And what you’re doing is going to save a lot of lives.”

You know she’s right. He didn’t want to believe it, but even back in school, he’d seen a parting of the ways coming as a result of Billy’s extremism. The idea that his friend might be sending young men off to bomb government conferences was a stretch but not too far a stretch based on some of their late night talks in college. In those days, he’d been angry over abortion, over gay rights, and even over magic in books and movies. “When the end comes,” he used to say, “they’ll all get theirs.”

George forced himself back to the conversation. “I’ll do my best.”

“That’s all we can ask,” she said.

After Hunter hung up, George looked out of the window. For a while, he watched the gray grow darker. Then he stood and shuffled off to the parsonage’s garage to rummage around for a rod and reel he’d not touched in at least a decade. Day after tomorrow, he would climb into the church’s single antique hybrid car and make the two hour drive to Cathlamet.

•  •  •

Charity leaned forward in the chair, watching the man’s face. “So how long again has it been since you’ve seen Matthew Rodriguez, Pastor Hill?”

This one’s a snake. His narrow eyes blinked and his plastic smile flashed on. “Like I said before. Two or three Sundays back. Delightful young man.” He winked and raised his eyebrows with an air of certainty. “He found the Lord here, you know.”

She bit her tongue. “He also seems to have made at least one rather sizeable donation just before disappearing.”

The man blushed. That caught him off guard. “I wouldn’t know about such things. I do the preaching. Other folks do the counting.”

Of course. She hadn’t expected Hill to be forthright or even helpful. But he was a starting place, along with the ex-girlfriend she’d be visiting later that day and a handful of close friends she’d pulled from Matthew’s rather large e-print of posts, emails and transactions. A trail that completely vanished two weeks ago with his donation to the church she now sat in. 

Charity stood and smoothed her pants suit. She extended her hand, bracing herself for his clammy grip once again. “Thank you for your time, Pastor. I’ll be in touch if I have more questions.”

He nodded. “Happy to help. I’m sure he’ll turn up.”

She let herself out of the church and walked to her rental car across the only bit of asphalt that wasn’t in disrepair. It seemed business was good for Pastor Hill and his Lighthouse Bible Temple. Here in the wilds of what had once been a community called Shoreline, his was the only bit of level, pothole-free ground. She’d driven past federal Department of Reclamation work crews on her way from SeaTac International Airport, but they’d not made it this far north of the city proper.

Her glasses chirped and she took the call. “Oxham,” she said in a flat voice. She continued to the car and unlocked the door with her thumb.

“Ms. Oxham,” a woman said, “welcome to Seattle. There is a diner six blocks north and two blocks west. I’m sending the address.” Even as she said it, Charity’s phone chirped again. “I already have a booth for us.”

Across the street, a young man in a tattered army poncho paused long enough to light a joint before hefting his pack and walking away. She watched him go. “Who is this?”

“Abigail Hunter,” the woman said. Then, the phone clicked in Charity’s ear.

Has to be Patriot, she thought as she slid behind the wheel and started the car. It came to life quietly and she eased it out of the parking lot and onto the road, going slowly. She synched the car up to her glasses and let it drive. Five minutes later, she pulled up to the curb in front of a run-down diner.

Abigail Hunter wasn’t hard to pick out. She and her companion—a slender blond man—were the only ones in suits. They sat side by side in a booth at the back of the restaurant. The woman’s blonde hair was short and pulled back from her face. She smiled as Charity approached and extended her hand from where she sat.

“Senator Rodriguez’s office was kind enough to let us know you were coming,” she said after they’d all shaken hands. Her companion smiled but said nothing.

Charity sat and a waitress hurried over with an extra mug and half a pot of coffee that smelled burnt and strong. At Charity’s nod and smile, she filled the mug and moved off. “Patriot, Inc., I assume?”

Hunter nodded slightly. “Yes.”

“Capt—” she paused and corrected herself. “Senator Rodriguez didn’t tell me Patriot was already involved.” What she didn’t say was that she wasn’t sure why the senator would hire her in addition to Patriot.

The woman shook her head. “We’re pursuing a series of ongoing investigations. Matthew Rodriguez’s disappearance is related but only a small part of a larger whole.”

“Ongoing investigations into …?” She waited for Hunter to fill in the blank.

“My partner and I have been temporarily assigned to a private foundation and we’re very interested in what Matthew Rodriguez is up to … and who he’s been up to it with.”

Charity’s eyes narrowed. “A foundation? Philanthropy and whatnot?” It wasn’t unheard of that agents or officers might be attached to private sector business. Edgewater and its affiliates were corporations with bottom lines in a world in desperate need of organized strength and investigative capacity. But she’d never heard of a charitable foundation hiring guns and eyes.

Hunter nodded. “It’s … complicated. But yes. There are many groups whose work is at odds with our employer’s mission. Some of those groups have taken it upon themselves to go outside the law to bring about the changes they’d like to see. We are gathering intelligence on those threats.”

“So the foundation is financing its own investigative work? What about local or federal law enforcement?”

“We work closely with our partners at Edgewater and with any of the local jurisdictions that aren’t actually being investigated themselves.” Hunter stirred cream and then sugar into her coffee as she talked. When she looked up, her eyes were hard. “I wish it weren’t true, but many of them have already been compromised.” 

Charity lifted her own mug to her mouth and sipped. She didn’t like the sound of this. “Compromised?”

“A quiet war is being waged, Sergeant Oxham, by an unhappy group of people whose frustrations are manifesting themselves … violently.”

Those people had always been around, she knew, and some of those voices had gotten quite loud during the decline the United States had experienced for most of the last sixty years. The economy had collapsed first, followed soon by the loss of international credibility after a series of poorly considered military ventures. Then, there was the gradual unraveling of domestic tranquility as a depressed nation began acting out on itself. The crime rate had skyrocketed, demonstrations had gone violent and even a few coups had been put down by a bi-partisan government losing its grip. 

Andrew Shockney and his new Green Party changed all of that. In the last ten years, they had gained a significant foothold in bringing scattered city-states together. Before Shockney, those city-states had operated in relative autonomy within the shell of state lines that no longer made sense, creating alliances and collectives that functioned economically and geographically. Cascadia was the archetype for these regional entities. Sandra Rodriguez was a part of that; a decorated war hero turned Green politician. Thinking of her brought Charity back to the conversation.

“I’m not sure what this has to do with Matthew Rodriguez, Agent Hunter.”

The line of Hunter’s mouth went firm. “The church he was attending—Lighthouse Bible Temple—is actively recruiting male college students at the University of Washington for an organization called The Sons of New Jerusalem, a terrorist group committed to the violent overthrow of the U.S. government—and worse, an end to the One World Movement and its resulting treaties.”

Oxham put down her coffee. She could get her mind around the former but not the latter. It had taken decades of persistent effort to make the progress they had and even now, there was much more to do. “Why would anyone want to stop that?”

Now, her male companion broke his silence. “If you’re familiar with your father’s work, you can probably guess the answer.”

But Abigail Hunter didn’t make her wait. “These particular cultists have a vested interest in the end of the world as scheduled,” she said.

Yes. She remembered her father’s anger during one of those botched Middle Eastern wars because so many of his research subjects expressed hope and joy that it might bring about Armageddon. “One woman,” he’d once told her, “made a big production over how she’d be riding back on a white horse beside Jesus to teach those fucking sinners a lesson.” She sighed.

“And you think Senator Rodriguez’s son is a part of this movement?”

“We do,” Hunter said. “Yes.”

That explained why Sandra didn’t know about Patriot’s involvement here. She could see the path now clearly. “And you already know where he is, then?”

She nodded. “He is in training right now on the Olympic Peninsula. In a few days, we suspect he’ll be moving south to a small town on the Columbia River. I’m sure you understand why we wanted to wait and be more certain before upsetting his mother with news like this.”

Charity Oxham leaned forward. “Let’s be honest here,” she said. “You’re waiting because you want to learn as much as possible before someone like me comes in and pulls him out of the mess he’s landed in. You have your fingers in a lot of pies; pull any one too soon and you lose the entire bakery.”

Hunter nodded. “Yes. And our pies are nearly done. We’re really close.”

“What do you want?”

The woman smiled. “We know where he is and where he’s going. We’ll share that freely with you. We just want you to coordinate with us before taking any kind of action.”

“For national security purposes,” Charity added.

Hunter shook her head. “No. It’s far bigger than that at this point.”

Charity didn’t believe it, despite the woman’s sober tone. And this meeting, regardless of the information they’d given her, left her feeling less interested in Sandra’s promise of a potential transfer to Patriot, Inc. These two were shady at best and didn’t improve her opinion of their employer. 

It brought her back to her earlier question: What kind of charitable foundation hired guns and eyes? 

“Okay,” she finally agreed. “I’ll coordinate with you.” She pushed her coffee away. “But I do intend to find Matthew Rodriguez and pull him out of whatever it is he’s gotten himself into.”

They both stood. “Excellent,” Hunter said. “We’ll send you what we can … when we can.”

Charity shook their extended hands, noting their grips were cooler and firmer than her own. She watched them leave, in the only other car in the diner’s rough asphalt parking lot. Everyone else here was a local, either pedestrian or cyclist. After they’d gone, she climbed into her own car and dialed up one of the secure voice mails Sandra had provided her.

“I have a solid lead,” Charity said. She wanted to say more but didn’t. Instead, she hung up and nudged her car to life and pointed it back to the smart roads that would carry her back to her waiting hotel. 

•  •  •

The Oregon side of the Columbia had kept up with the times for most of the first half of the century. Smart roads equipped with historical narratives about the area carried tourists with relative ease between Portland and Astoria. At one time, these lands were laid bare by out-of-control logging but two generations of attention, and the skyrocketing price of shipping wood to Japan, had brought back the forests.

George Applebaum relaxed and watched trees move past. He’d just left Saint Helens, the last real patch of civilization on the road to Astoria. But long before reaching that quaint tourist town, he’d cross into Longview and brave the Washington highway leading to Cathlamet.

At least the car can drive until then. He didn’t leave the city much, especially not with the church’s single electric car leased for his benefit. And how long had it been since he’d taken an actual vacation?

“Have fun,” Sister Rebecca had said when he left the office that morning.

“I’ll try,” he said around a smile as fake as the ones he offered from the pulpit. 

What he drove to knotted his stomach. Not for the first time, George wondered exactly what the agents had done with his things. Brushed it with pixie dust no doubt. He was certain they had turned every personal item he had into a camera or a microphone or a transmitter beacon pointing them toward his friend. 

No, he realized. Not friend. If Billy Frost was willing to use and implicate George’s church in his plans, he was no friend at all.

“Pedestrian ahead,” the car whispered, following highway protocols, and George looked up to see the hitchhiker. At first he thought it was a young man wearing camo pants, a green t-shirt and a ball cap, carrying a large backpack. But as he drew closer, he realized it was a woman, tall and skinny, with blond hair poking out in a ponytail.

George looked away. Even under different circumstances, he wasn’t the sort to pick up hitchhikers. Especially young women. To this day, he still followed the seminary’s strict recommendation that he only meet alone with women with his office door ajar and Sister Rebecca within earshot. He looked back to the girl.

Her thumb was out and she held a sign in the other hand.

Cathlamet, it read.

Back in the old days, he’d have called it the Spirit moving him. He didn’t know what to call it now. Intuition, maybe. Whatever it was, it prodded him and he took the wheel of the car. “Manual,” he said, pressing his thumbs into the sensors to unlock it.

He nosed the car over to the side of the highway just past where she stood and popped the trunk. He felt the car settle with the weight of her pack and when she opened up the door and crawled in he extended a hand. “George Applebaum.” He smiled.

“Molly Clark,” the woman answered. “If you can get me as far as the bridge, that would be great.”

“Actually,” George said, “I can get you downtown. I’m headed to Cathlamet, too.”

Now she smiled. “That would be great, George.” She dug a battered book out of her cargo pocket. It had a plain black cover and at first he thought was a Bible. She held it, her thumb just blocking the title. “I really appreciate it.”

He eased the car back onto the highway and let it take over. They were twenty minutes from Longview’s Lewis and Clark Bridge, maybe thirty minutes from having to drive manually. He settled back into the seat and glanced again at the book. She had it open now, her finger moving over the thin paper as she read.

A Symmetry Framed. The letters were gold embossed and below the title, the author’s one-word name seemed oddly out of place. Bashar.

He nodded. “That book looks important,” he said.

She looked up at him. “It might be one of the most important books ever written.”

George grunted. He’d used that line himself before back in the day. To hear it now felt oddly disconcerting. Because no one book should be that important. “What’s it about?”

He expected her eyes to light up but they didn’t. They were cool and gray even as her mouth twitched into a slight smile. “It’s about a new way,” she said. “It’s about a man named Tygre and the path he walked to heal the world.”

George pulled up a search engine in the left lens of his glasses. The old keyboard and mouse technique was so much better than all this ocular mumbo jumbo but since he had to wear the glasses to synch with the car and highway, he might as well satisfy his curiosity. He ran the name Tygre through along with the title of the book and its author, Bashar.

The search returned very little. The book was a collection of stories and sayings from and about a man named Tygre who’d allegedly found the hidden city of Cascadiapolis some forty years earlier. Bashar’s name came back with even less. Most of the references pointed toward Blake’s poem. The book itself was published abroad and distributed by the J. Appleseed Foundation out of Seattle.

The girl must have read his mind. “You’ll not find much about it online,” she said. “But I can give you a copy if you’re interested.” She nodded her head back to the trunk. “I have a few extras in my pack.”

George found himself remembering Texas suddenly, his nose flooding with the smell of sweat and dust as he and Billy Frost warmed up their voices on Dallas’s downtown lunch crowd. They had a plastic grocery sack filled with Gideon New Testaments, the faith strong upon them that they’d give them all out in a day’s preaching. All that had changed in thirty years was that the plastic sack had become a building full of books. Back in those days, he’d believed every word of it. Now, he believed little. He chuckled at the memory of that former certainty. “I don’t think so,” he said. “But thanks.”

She shrugged, smiled and went back to reading. There was a quiet confidence in the way she held herself that made him almost reconsider. But in the end, he disconnected from the net and settled back into his own seat to relax before he’d need to take over the driving.

Outside, the clouds broke open and unexpected sunlight made the wet highway glisten. But it didn’t lull George into any kind of hopeful calm. 

George Applebaum knew that a storm waited for him ahead.

•  •  •

The sun had won out for a handful of days now and Charity sat behind the wheel of the antique pick-up enjoying the warmth on her forearm where it rested out the window. Her eyes went from the highway to the map layover in her glasses. Out here, most connections failed because of lack of coverage or, in some instances, from the outright blocking of the wireless signal by the Luddites who now dominated the rural extents of the Pacific Northwest.

On the map, she watched the red cursor moving toward her. That would be the bus from Shekinah Camp. On it, according to the information she’d received from Hunter, Matthew Rodriguez rode toward the next leg in his training.

Careful to avoid a tail, or observers on the obvious route, Charity had taken the long way, driving her rented electric as far as Aberdeen before stopping to book a room in a cheap motel that made her army shelter-half and fart-bag seem high-end. She took an hour to pick up three second-hand dresses and a battered Bible at the local thrift store before dining in a cafe that boasted local seafood. Then, she’d slept fitfully on the lumpy motel mattress after once more reviewing the information Hunter had sent across. She ended on Hunter’s note reiterating that she check in before making any kind of contact with Rodriguez or the people he travelled with. Of course, she had no doubt whatsoever that Patriot, Inc. had its eyes and ears on her as she made her way south.

And I can do this without making contact.

According to the map she watched, the bus was now less than five miles behind her and she fired the truck up again. She’d driven fossil-fueled vehicles in the military but that was fifteen years ago. She’d forgotten how they smelled and sounded.

Highway 101 had been privatized but that hadn’t included any high tech. It was asphalt and mostly smooth though she suspected the tolls collected at strategic points barely scratched the surface of the highway’s need.

As she pulled onto the highway, her phone chirped again. She knew the number and had dodged answering for well over a day now. Finally, she sighed and picked up. “Oxham.”

Sandra Rodriguez’s voice was cold with anger. “Oxham,” she said slowly, “how many fucking times do I have to call you? You tell me you have a lead and then … nothing.”

No, Charity realized, not just anger. Worry. “I’m sorry, Senator Rodriguez,” she said. Then, as an afterthought: “Sandra.”

“Well?”

She looked to her rearview mirror. So far, no sign of the bus. “It’s a good lead. I really can’t say more than that.” 

“What do you mean you can’t say more?” The cold was bleeding out and becoming something closer to panic. “It’s those fucks at Patriot, isn’t it? They’ve—”

“Sandra,” she said again with as much firmness as she could muster. “Listen to me. I can’t say more. But I have a good lead. A really good lead.” 

Charity heard the senator sigh even as she saw movement on the highway behind her. White and cresting the rise behind her, she saw the bus. She increased speed and saw the sign indicating the highway’s sole operating rest area was just a mile ahead. “When will you be able to tell me more?”

“I don’t know. But I may need a quick flight for two out of Portland in two or three days. Private if it can be arranged.”

“Before I do anything, I will—”

But she cut her friend and former CO off as she saw the bus gaining speed. “I’m sorry, Senator. I have to go.” 

Disconnecting, she punched the accelerator and felt the truck shake as it sped up. She kept an eye on the mirror and then signaled to exit into a dilapidated and overgrown rest area scattered with a handful of cars. Behind her, the bus followed and she smiled. A bus full of young men in the late morning; of course they’d be stopping here.

She parked and climbed out of the cab, reaching for a purse she rarely felt the need to carry. The Bible poked out of the top and she smoothed the somewhat plain dress she wore. She’d been careful to pick one that was not cut too high or too low in the wrong places. “Start recording,” she whispered and the glasses did the rest. All she needed to do was look around …

She stretched and walked toward the sign marked Ladies. The bus had stopped and three young men in dark slacks, white short-sleeved shirts and ties climbed down first. They looked around the rest area and one of them grinned at her.

“Ten minutes,” one of them shouted into the bus and pandemonium ensued as a herd of young men scrambled to get off. The bus emptied quickly as a line formed up.

She panned each face, silently counting. There were twenty of them, not counting their chaperones and driver. They were all clean cut and close shaven, skin burnt brown by days spent in the sun. And they were all as fit as fresh recruits straight from boot, only lacking the swagger most privates managed. She nearly didn’t recognize Matthew; he’d changed a great deal even from the recent photos she’d seen. But it was him; she could see his mother’s eyes and jawline. With that image tucked carefully away, she moved to the restroom.

One of the chaperones—the one who grinned—intercepted her. So much for no contact, she thought.

“Morning, ma’am,” he said. “You responsible for that?”

She looked where he pointed, not sure exactly what it was. She tried to pull off demure. “I’m sorry?”

His grin widened. “That well-worn book, ma’am. Did you read it that way?”

She returned the smile. “Yes, sir, I did.”

He blushed at the courtesy. This one is easy. “Good,” he said. “Enough people read it and maybe we’ll get back to the great nation God intended us to be.”

She wasn’t sure what to say. “I hope so.” Then, the light in his eyes changed and she corrected herself. “I pray for it.”

His grin was back and he saw her hand resting on the restroom door’s handle. He blushed again. “I’m sorry to have kept you.”

She smiled one last time and slipped into the shelter of the ladies’ room. Then, she occupied a stall and waited until she heard the old bus turn over and start. 

She was back on the road when her phone chirped again. She didn’t recognize the number but knew who it was. “Yes?”

“That,” Hunter said, “was what we call making contact.”

“Funny,” Charity said, “we call it surveillance.” Then she hung up. She followed the winding road south, at times through forest and at times within sight of the vast Pacific Ocean. She kept her speed down so that the bus was well ahead of her and out of sight. But she knew exactly where it was and where it was going.

And, more important, she knew Matthew Rodriguez was on it.

•  •  •

George and Molly rode most of the way in silence, the car jostled by a dying highway that curved along steep banks alongside the Columbia River. 

The girl looked up from her book about fifteen miles outside of Cathlamet. George gave her a sidelong glance. “So what is it about?”

She smiled. “Healing the world.”

George let out a chuckle that was nearly a snort.

She cocked her head. “Don’t you believe the world can be healed?”

He shrugged. “I used to. For a long time, I thought I was helping heal it.”

She closed the book. “And now?”

He couldn’t bring himself to admit he didn’t know anymore. And now, something else tickled at his spine. If the things he’d heard about Billy were true, what they’d been doing wasn’t healing at all, but harming. He looked at her, looked back at the road, and said nothing.

“I think it can be healed,” she said. “Tygre did, too.”

He well recalled that kind of fervent belief. “So how are you going to heal it?”

Her smile widened. “Why,” she said, “with a casserole.”

George laughed and she laughed with him. Then, they lapsed into quiet until they reached Cathlamet.

The town had always been small but it had shrunk to a bright core in the midst of dilapidation and burned-down houses. Most had fled the decline of the rural Northwest for the dubious job markets of the urban sprawl. Those who remained were those who wanted nothing to do with a re-organized and re-vitalized United States of America. And the United States took little notice of them, only occasionally raiding illegal fishing and logging operations. 

Driving down the short Main Street, passing the Pioneer Church, George could see the charm the town had once possessed. And even now, some of the buildings were still kept up and at least two businesses—a restaurant-tavern combination and a grocery store—looked open.

“You can drop me here,” Molly said, pointing to an abandoned drug store. Its windows were boarded up and weeds grew through cracks in the sidewalk.

George pulled over and put the car in park. They climbed out together and he hefted her backpack out of the trunk. “With casserole?”

She grinned. “Come find out on Friday.”

He looked around. “Where?”

She pointed to the drugstore and he noticed the SOLD sign tacked across the doors. “Right here.”

He looked at her there in the fading afternoon and saw a lightness in her that made him ache with nostalgia. But I was never that confident, he thought. “If I’m still in town,” he said, “I just might.”

She took the pack. “Thanks for the lift, George.”

He tipped his ball cap. “You’re welcome, Molly.”

She’d already disappeared behind the building when he pulled back onto the street. He continued through town and across an old bridge to Puget Island. It wasn’t hard to find the Wahkiakum Bible Temple. It was a sprawling complex of buildings surrounding a large chapel. He pulled into the graveled parking lot alongside a battered pickup with its rifle rack and faded “God is Love” bumper sticker. 

He followed the sidewalk along the building to the side entrance with a hand-painted wooden sign that said THE PASTOR IS IN. He opened the door and found himself looking at an austere reception area with an old fashioned counter that appeared to have been pulled from an old elementary school. Muted voices drifted out from a partially closed door and George paused to see if there was a bell or some other way to announce his visit.

“Just tell him,” he heard Billy say, “that we can’t afford the attention right now. He needs to hold off that log raft he’s fixing to put out there and let us get the Lord’s work done.”

“He’s saying he needs the money, Brother Frost.”

“Then we’ll take up a love offering for his family. They’re watching the river now, watching us even, after that fiasco in Portland. Just tell him another week.”

George cleared his voice. “Hello?”

The enthusiasm in Billy’s voice sounded genuine. “Holy Jesus … that you, George?” A chair creaked. “It took you long enough.”

Billy Frost strode out of the office, his arms outstretched. “It’s good to see you, Brother.”

George returned the hug, a knot suddenly in his stomach. Even the hug was enthusiastic and for a moment he wondered if maybe the agent from Patriot was wrong about Billy. He hoped so, he really did.

“Come on in here, George. I want you to meet my Associate Pastor.” They entered the office where a young man—nearly a brother to the four George had met in the foyer of his church—stood waiting. “George Applebaum, this here is Steve Wilkes. First graduate of our local seminary and my right hand man.” They shook hands. “George and me was preaching the streets of Dallas before you were born, weren’t we?”

George nodded. “We did a lot of that.”

Frost chuckled. “That we did, Brother. You hungry?” When George nodded, he turned to the younger man. “Steve, I’m going to take Brother George up and introduce him to Rosie’s. We have a lot of catching up to do.”

And a lot to talk about. He wasn’t sure how much talking they could do at Rosie’s but he’d planned three days in town, taking advantage of the guest room in Frost’s parsonage. Part of him hoped it was enough time to learn something. But another part of him, a part that remembered the two of them sweating and laughing together as they practiced their zeal and their sermons on innocent passersby, hoped it wouldn’t be enough time at all.

“Let’s go,” Frost said, grabbing up a battered black Bible from his desk. “We’ll be back in time for prayer meeting, Steve.”

Then, George followed him out of the office. Outside, the sun was trying once again to shine through the clouds. He found kinship in its attempt to cut through the gloom of the day with its watery light and climbed into the waiting truck with a quiet sigh.

•  •  •

Charity Oxham turned the hot water up all the way and tried to scrub the road out of her eyes. It had been a long, slow drive from Aberdeen. 

She’d followed the bus—at a safe distance—to the parking lot of the Wahkiakum Bible Temple on an island just outside of Cathlamet. She’d driven past as the young men filed off the bus with army-issue duffle bags, then she’d taken the long way around the island before heading back to town.

The Bradley House Bed and Breakfast was happy to rent her a room for three nights and she was happy to pay cash. The room was a bit frilly for her tastes, but it smelled good and the water was hot.

She washed quickly, then dried off and dressed for dinner. After a brisk walk across the street, she settled into a booth in the town’s only surviving restaurant. The waitress was an older woman who took her order without writing it down and came back quickly with her iced tea.

When the seafood fettuccine arrived, Charity forced herself to eat it slowly, pretending to read her Bible as she did. Despite her best efforts, she polished it off quickly and paid.

What next? She needed to get Matthew alone and talk with him, see if she could reason with him and convince him to come home with her. But what if he didn’t want to? Bring him home by force? And what did Patriot, Inc. have planned here? It was obvious to her that they had this organization under surveillance. She’d read about the bomb-making lab in Portland on the news, and Hunter had referenced it in her notes. So what were they going to do about it?

And what am I going to do? She left the restaurant and set out for the bed and breakfast. But Charity stopped when she heard the singing. 

It leaked out of the open door of a rather rundown old pharmacy in a rich alto voice. The song grabbed her and pulled her toward it. The singer was a young woman pushing a broom about the dim-lit, empty store. She wore camo pants and a t-shirt, her blond hair swept back in a green bandana. When the woman looked up to see Charity watching her, she didn’t startle but a deep blush washed her face.

“Sorry,” Charity said. “I didn’t mean to interrupt.” There was something in the song that moved her but she did not know what it was. It was a foreign, unwelcome feeling but not because of anything unpleasant it evoked. It smelled of some vulnerable part of herself she had no use for exploring. Still, she had to say something. “You have a lovely voice.”

The blush continued as she leaned on her broom. “Thanks. I’m Molly.”

“Charity,” she answered.

Molly started pushing the broom, shoving piles of dirt and dust to the middle of the room. “So have you lived in Cathlamet all your life?”

She shook her head. “No, I’m just passing through. You?”

“My first day here,” she said. “I hitched in earlier.”

Charity looked around the store. Even its shelves had been pulled. It still had its counter and the two islands for registers though the machines themselves were missing. She saw the sleeping bag in the corner next to a grocery sack full of non-perishable food. “You’re staying here?”

Molly nodded. “I have a lot to do. I’m opening on Friday.”

“What are you opening?”

The girl grinned. “Come back Friday night and see.”

There was something about the girl that made her want to nod and say yes. She didn’t understand that charisma, and she resisted it. “I’ll see what I can do,” she said.

Then, the girl surprised her. “Do you believe the world can be healed?”

Charity faltered at the question. It ambushed her and she found herself in a moment of complete candor. “No,” she said. “I really don’t.”

Molly just nodded. “Well, come out Friday anyway,” she said.

“I’ll see what I can do.” Charity departed, making her way back to the bed and breakfast. But despite the cool, crisp sheets and the comfortable bed, she didn’t sleep right away. Instead, she lay awake, pondering the girl and her question and the song that she sang.

She’d gone with Edgewater when she got out of the army thinking it was a way she could make the world better. But after the losses of Carter and Murphy and scattered casualties across the years before that, it seemed clear evidence that she was losing more ground than she was holding in this fight. 

Charity sighed and rolled over. When she finally fell asleep, it was to the song that Molly sang, only remembered from long ago. 

The day they played it at her father’s funeral.

•  •  •

George Applebaum tossed and turned in Frost’s guest room and finally gave up on sleep at two a.m.

They’d eaten a late lunch at Rosie’s and it would’ve been the best burger he’d had in years under different circumstances. He and Frost had kept the conversation near the surface, catching up on this or that bit of the last decade as they ate fries soaked in ketchup and chased them with sodas. Throughout the three-hour meal, various people meandered by to greet Frost, who enthusiastically introduced them to his guest. They’d been friendly enough, but there were knowing looks he noted between Frost and at least a few of his parishioners.

When they’d finished, the two pastors returned to the church for a prayer meeting that combined a quick exegesis of a section of Ephesians about putting on God’s armor and hours of loud praying with men and women kneeling, arms draped over the backs of pews. George noticed a large number of young men in the back of the sanctuary who kept quiet throughout and were suddenly absent when it was time for them to file out and shake hands with the pastor.

It was close to ten when they finally left.

Now, the parsonage was dark and he heard Frost snoring loudly from the bedroom next door. George sat at the tiny desk in the corner of his room and tried to read his Bible. He gave up after thirty minutes and pulled on his sweats, socks and sneakers, to slip downstairs and out to the front porch.

The island was quiet but for the occasional barking of dogs and the clouds had pulled back to reveal a night sky scattered with bright stars. The parsonage was a mile or two from the church, an old farmhouse sitting in the middle of a field at the end of a long driveway. Not sure what else to do, George set off at a brisk walk.

He moved out onto the abandoned road, marking the mailbox so he could find his way back. He pointed himself in the direction of the church and wondered what Hunter had made of his conversations with Frost so far. 

“With your help,” she had told him that evening he’d agreed to this, “we can take him and his group out of business before anyone else is hurt.”

Despite the evidence he’d seen, nothing in Frost’s words or demeanor so far had suggested he could be the ringleader of a terrorist movement. But he also hadn’t confronted the man with what he knew so far and Billy hadn’t brought it up. 

Yet. But George knew he would.

He gave himself to walking and found himself thinking about the hitchhiker, Molly, wondering what she was up to with her world-healing casseroles and her run-down pharmacy. There was something about her that stuck with him and he thought it was her strange combination of zeal and zen.

A sound on the road ahead brought his focus back and he slowed his pace. It was a distant noise that grew closer and it took him a minute to place it. It was the sound of feet slapping the asphalt—a lot of feet—and just as it registered, he saw them. They ran in formation, completely silent but for their feet and their breathing. They moved past him quickly; he thought there were maybe twenty of them. As they passed, the man at the lead nodded an acknowledgement and George realized it was Steve Wilkes, the associate pastor. He nodded in return and kept walking.

A dark thought crossed his mind. Twenty to replace four. Of course, there was no way to know if the four he’d met in Portland were the only ones sent out as Frost’s missionaries. For all he knew, there were other young men in other cities, buying up their supplies with stolen cards from other churches, building bombs to serve their dark gospel.

He shivered and continued on, taking an hour to walk the loop that eventually brought him back around to Frost’s driveway. There were lights on in the house now and he found Billy waiting for him on the porch, up as early as any weekend fisherman.

“Taking care of the temple,” Frost said with a grin. “Good man.”

George nodded, feeling winded from the walk. “I don’t do it enough,” he said.

Frost tapped the coffee mug he held in his hand. “Hot coffee inside if you want it. I thought I might play hooky today and get us out on the river for some fellowship and fishing. Sound good?”

George nodded. “I’ll grab a cup and be right back.”

He went into the house and navigated around old furniture, following the smell of coffee to a well-lit kitchen. A clean mug waited beside an antique percolator that sat bubbling on a hot burner. He poured it and returned to the porch.

Billy sat in the creaking wood rocking chair, his slippered feet moving it back and forth as he sipped from the mug. George sat in the matching chair and shivered suddenly as a light wind moved over his sweat-soaked clothes. He took a drink, savoring the strong flavor of chicory and the warmth that flooded him. He thought of the young men, running in formation like soldiers, and looked at the man he’d considered such a good friend. “So,” he said as nonchalantly as he could muster, “what’s the Lord been up to in your life, Brother Bill?”

Frost looked at him and in the dim light of the dirty porch bulb, his broken nose, high cheekbones and bushy eyebrows took on a sinister quality even as his eyes sparkled. “He’s been up to a lot, Brother George. There’s a work begun—a revival the likes of which we’ve never seen before—that I’ve been meaning to talk with you about.”

The kind that involves bombs and militia? he wanted to ask. But he forced himself not to. “I’m always interested in hearing about revival.”

Frost chuckled and slapped his knee. “We sure enough preached some, didn’t we? I don’t think Texas was ready for us young Turks.” Then, he sighed and looked around. He lowered his voice. “We’ll talk about it out on the river.”

There was a sound on the road then and George looked up. He couldn’t see them, but he heard the quiet whisper of their sneakers on the asphalt.

They finished their coffee in silence and twenty minutes later, piled into Frost’s pickup with rods, reels, Bibles, a thermos and a stack of peanut butter and jelly sandwiches wrapped in waxed paper.

•  •  •

The town still slept when Charity slipped out of the bed and breakfast in her dark tracksuit and started her morning run. She wore her glasses but found herself wishing she’d had her Edgewater ops goggles with their night vision and boosted wifi signal. Out here, she picked up little but static on the set she’d gotten from Forrester.

She ran over the bridge, listening to the water below as it moved against the concrete pillars that held the old structure in place, and when she reached the other side, she set out in the direction of the church. She kept a steady pace, her eyes scanning what little could be seen in the charcoal gloom. Twice, she interrupted the prowl of what she hoped were cats, pleased with how little their scampering startled her. 

She saw a lone pair of headlights on the road ahead as she approached the series of buildings that made up Wahkiakum Bible Temple. She moved off the road to squat in the underbrush as a pickup truck as old as her own slipped past, then turned her attention to the church. There were several outbuildings but only one had any lights on. There, behind old floral-patterned curtains, Charity saw movement.

She studied the terrain, marking a path that gave her optimal cover, and suddenly wished she’d insisted on having a firearm waiting for her in Seattle. Of course, it hadn’t seemed particularly useful when she thought she was dealing with a college kid who’d joined a cult. But now that it was a senator’s son who’d joined a domestic terrorist cell, it raised the stakes a bit. Cultists didn’t typically make bombs. And people who weren’t afraid to use explosives weren’t usually afraid of using bullets, either.

She moved in slowly, grabbing cover where she could, until she reached the building with the lit windows. Inside, she heard quiet voices and for a moment, she thought they were chanting. She moved closer to one of the doors and realized that what she heard were men, in unison, reciting scripture together.

“Blessed be the Lord my strength,” they said, “which teacheth my hands to war, and my fingers to fight.” Something in their tone raised the gooseflesh on her arms and she thought of her father and the man who killed him.

Otis Meyer was still in prison somewhere, still quoting his scriptures and even teaching Bible studies, she’d been told. And he still believed that what he’d done to her father was an act of obedience that cleansed the world of at least some of its unrighteousness.

She pushed the memory aside and focused on the voices inside. 

Charity knew better than to try and see exactly what they were up to. Considering the reconnaissance a success, she withdrew quietly and resumed her run once she reached the road. She pushed herself hard now that other headlights were on the road and the sky was moving from black to gray.

She slowed to a brisk walk for the last half-mile, letting the cold air dry the sweat on her. The shops along Main Street were still dark for the most part though she saw lights on in the back of Rosie’s as they prepared to open early for breakfast. And when she passed the old pharmacy she saw there were lights on in there as well though she didn’t hear any singing this time.

Her phone chirped when she was back in her room. She looked at the number and took it. “Oxham,” she said.

Abigail Hunter’s voice was flat and the connection was poor. “You’re pushing the limits of my good graces,” she said. 

Charity laid her clothes out on the bed. “I didn’t make contact,” she said.

“You’re dealing with dangerous people here,” the woman said. “And you’re jeopardizing our own operation.”

Our own operation. She wondered what that operation entailed but knew better than to ask. “I’m not interested in jeopardizing your operation but I am interested in getting Matthew Rodriguez and taking him home.” She started peeling off her wet clothes. “So how do you propose I go about that?”

“With a modicum of patience,” she answered. Then, her voice warmed. “Look, Charity, I’m not trying to be a hard-ass. And truth be told, I’ve gone over your file three times now and I think you could be an asset to us there. Our other asset doesn’t have any combat or law enforcement experience.”

Our other asset. She noted this and kept listening.

“You’ll get your shot at Rodriguez,” Hunter said. “But you can’t just take him home at this point; he’s already gone too far down the wrong road. Your friend’s son is an active member of an organization committed to the violent overthrow of the U.S. government and is already documented as an enemy combatant.” 

She nodded even though there was no one to see it. “I do realize that.” She’d tried not to think about it, and not knowing enough details about what the Sons of New Jerusalem were up to, she could only hope that what he’d done so far—if he cooperated—was minor enough that he’d weather that storm. It would likely destroy his mother’s political future though, knowing her tenacity, it would be a slow death. “And at some point soon, one of you needs to bring the senator into the loop on this. She has a right to know that this is far more than her son running away to join a cult.”

“We have a timeline for that,” Hunter replied. “And we’re close to having enough to do something. Meanwhile, you’re either part of the problem or part of the solution.”

Charity bit her tongue. She was naked now and the room’s air felt cold on her clammy skin. “What do you want me to do?”

“Help Molly,” Hunter said. “Stay near that girl. Some folks aren’t going to take kindly to her and she might need your help.”

How does Molly fit into this? “Is she your other asset?” She asked the question though she was convinced she’d get no real answer.

Hunter surprised her. “She isn’t. But we work for separate sides of the same foundation. Her assignment there is entirely funded by them. I’d like you to keep an eye on her. Get her through her first event safe and sound and we’ll do what we can about the boy.”

“If you’re setting up a raid, I want in.”

She could hear Hunter’s smile on the other end. “I’ll take it under advisement. Until then, stay away from the church.”

The phone chirped off and Charity turned the water on as hot as she could get it. She showered quickly, dressed faster, and was at the door of Rosie’s, Bible in hand, when they opened for breakfast.

•  •  •

George Applebaum watched the tip of the rod bend violently and reached for it even as the line started spinning out. 

They were anchored at the mouth of the Columbia within view of the new bridge that connected Astoria, Oregon to the remote corner of Pacific County, Washington. There, in plain sight, they poached salmon with a dozen other small boats.

“State Wildlife does a fly-over every few weeks and grabs what IDs they can,” Billy had told him when he’d initially blanched at the idea. “They send someone around maybe once a month by boat.” Frost grinned. “But I have affiliates in Olympia who make sure we get a phone call on those days. We activate the prayer chain and sure enough, no one goes fishing then. And for the most part, they look the other way if we’re only taking one or two.” Then, he tapped the leather book that rested open on his lap. “Way I see it,” Frost continued, “the earth is the Lord’s and the fullness thereof.”

George forced a grin that he didn’t feel. “God’s fish?” 

“Yes, sir,” Billy said. “God’s fish for God’s boys.”

So, reluctantly, George had baited up and dropped his line in the water.

Now, something large and full of fight pulled at the line and he gripped the cork-wrapped handle with a white knuckled fist as his other hand worked the reel. When the fish broke the surface, it startled him and he almost dropped the rod over the side. 

Frost laughed deep from his belly. “Now don’t fall out, George.” 

He braced himself and kept reeling, feeling the salmon pull this way and that as it tried to escape. When he got it close enough to the boat, Billy bent over the side with a net and scooped it in. It thrashed about until the more experienced fisherman could get a hold of it, remove the hook, and club it. There was a tag on its fin that George pointed out and Frost’s knife was out, removing it and tossing it over the side.

“What tag?” he asked, holding up bloodstained hands to heaven.

They paused to offer a prayer of thanks before slipping the fish into the cooler of ice to lay alongside the two Frost had caught earlier.

Then, they re-baited George’s hook and slipped it over the side. “We’ll barbecue one of these up tonight, I reckon. Serve it up with lemon and garlic butter and a bit of pilaf. I might have some of Sister Mary’s squash laying around.”

George nodded. “Sounds good.”

It was a gray day but the rain had let up and the sun hung like a white disk behind its veil of cloud cover. A brisk wind on the water bordered on cold. Billy reached for the thermos and topped off their mugs, then dug out two sandwiches, passing one over to George.

“So I figure,” he said, “that we need to talk some.”

George nodded slowly, wishing the hot coffee would warm the ice forming in his stomach. “What happened with those boys, Billy?”

Frost looked around as if to be sure no one was in earshot. “You want it soft serve or hard?”

“I want the truth,” George said. “The honest-to-God what happened.”

Frost sighed, was quiet for a moment, and then looked up with hard eyes. “I’ll tell you everything, George. But first, I need you to do something for me.”

George tried to read the expression on the man’s face but couldn’t. “What?”

“Take off your clothes, George.”

George blinked. “Take off my clothes?”

Frost nodded. “Take ‘em off. Every stitch.”

“Why would I—”

Frost’s eyes narrowed. “If you want to talk, I’m fine with talking. But it’ll be between you and me and the Lord God His Ownself. No one else.”  

George thought about the suitcase, packed for travel, and ready a day ahead for the agents to pick up. He knows.

The wiry man reached beneath the seat and pulled out a wad of clothing. George saw a pair of sweats, a CHRIST IS LORD t-shirt, a lightweight windbreaker and a pair of rubber boots. “You can put these on. It wouldn’t do for folks to see a naked preacher in my boat.” His grin seemed sincere.

George kicked off his shoes and started peeling off his socks. Billy grabbed them up as they came off and tossed them over the side. George started to protest but Frost raised his eyebrows. He fished his wallet and keys out of his pants and looked for a place to set them. Frost extended a hand.

“Not these too,” George said.

“Every stitch,” Frost answered. 

George placed them in the waiting hand and watched them plunk into the water. Then, he watched as his Bible followed.

“That part grieves me,” Frost said, “but I’ve got another you can have.”

George stripped in silence, realizing suddenly that if they really had doctored everything he’d brought, it meant they knew this was happening. But he knew better than to expect them to swoop in now and pull him out. When he was finished, Frost pushed the clothing into his hands and he dressed, already shivering from the cold. He sat heavily and glared.

“Now tell me,” George Applebaum said.

Billy Frost nodded. “I sent those boys out your way, George, on the Lord’s work. I did it and I’d do it again.” He leaned forward. “I feel bad that they blew themselves up and I feel bad that I involved you and your church in any way. But I’d do it again.” He sighed again. “Hell, I am doing it again right now.”

George didn’t know what to say. He simply blinked and waited for Billy to continue.

“World’s going the wrong way,” Frost said in a quiet voice. “Moving away from Armageddon and back toward a false and godless Eden. And isn’t it funny how the further we move down this road—sustainable this, recyclable that—the less relevant and more sinful this once great Christian nation becomes. We’re making Jesus weep, Brother.” He tapped the Bible in his lap. “Now I know you believe this book. I remember preaching it with you on the highways and the byways of Texas.”

The memory of it intruded involuntarily. For a moment, the smell of fish and coffee and peanut butter was replaced with the smell of hot asphalt and sweat. George opened his mouth to say something, then closed it to let Billy continue.

“And I know you know how it’s supposed to end,” Frost said. “Once this world is used up, a new one awaits God’s faithful.” He licked his lips, then recited the verse from memory. “‘And I saw a new heaven and a new earth: for the first heaven and the first earth were passed away; and there was no more sea.’”

George nodded and picked up where Frost left off. “‘And I John saw the holy city, new Jerusalem, coming down from God out of heaven, prepared as a bride adorned for her husband.’”

Then, they were reciting the words in unison and George felt a collision of emotions—nostalgia and doubt and regret—as they finished. “‘And I heard a great voice out of heaven saying, Behold, the tabernacle of God is with men, and he will dwell with them, and they shall be his people, and God himself shall be with them, and be their God.’”

They stopped there, though George knew well what followed. Tears wiped away. No more sorrow. No more pain. For the former things are passed away.

They were quiet together for a minute and George thought about it. He’d not heard anything that surprised him but he realized now that knowing it rather than supposing it added a layer of sadness he was unprepared for. The man he’d known had become someone else. Somehow, his faith and zeal had crossed that line into something dangerous for anyone who didn’t agree and George realized now that the line where that happened was blurry indeed. And here, in the rural outlands, with small towns largely abandoned by government and left to die a slow and lingering death, George could imagine Frost’s message of hastening Armageddon with a zealous push here or there was gasoline on a mountain of dry sticks.

“So it’s true,” he said quietly, looking away.

“Yes,” Frost said. “It’s true.”

George hesitated before his next words, not sure if he should say anything or not. “You know that they know, right?”

Frost shrugged. “Sure I do. And when they come for me, I’ll go. I’ve got no trouble telling the truth with my hand on God’s holy book. His work is bigger than the folks He uses to do it.” He paused for a moment and George saw the lines of conviction on his face. “I’m doing the right thing here, George.”

No, George thought, but you think that you are. Just like I thought for most of my life. Only this man who used to be his friend had taken a road that he could not fathom. He’d done his share of railing against the system and complaining about the emerging new world order that his own grandfather had likely preached against. But what did it take to tip a frustrated, backward grasping toward a perception of better times into a quiet, resolved rage? A rage that turned to violence to force change?

He tried to think of something to say but could find no words.

Frost offered a strained smile. “I know this is hard. And I’m sorry for it. But it’s the truth, Brother. And the Lord himself said he did not come to bring peace but a sword.” He lifted his rod and started reeling in the line. “I’ve got some work today. Visitations to make. I’d like you to come with me.”

George felt sick. “I think I should head home, Billy.” He thought about the keys now at the bottom of the river. “I can call someone. Or maybe get a ride from someone.”

But Billy shook his head. “Too late for that, George. I’m afraid I have to keep you around for a bit longer.”

When he opened his mouth to protest, Billy drew an old revolver from his jacket pocket with a heavy sigh. “This,” he said, “is one of those moments that you accept the thing that you cannot change, Brother.”

After throwing up over the side of the boat, George Applebaum reeled in his own line, stowed his rod, and sat in silence while Frost fired up the engine and pointed them upriver. 

As the water slapped the boat and the wind moved over him, George closed his eyes and tried once again to pray.

But now, more than ever, he suspected strongly that no one was really listening after all.

•  •  •

Charity Oxham lowered the handles of the wheelbarrow and wiped the sweat from her forehead. It was a cool day, overcast yet dry so far, but running up and down Cathlamet’s residential streets hauling Molly’s donations was tiring work.

She’d approached the girl after breakfast, catching her as she mopped the tile floors of the storefront. She’d transformed the space into something passable and had hung a cardboard sign on the door declaring that the Cathlamet Community Club would open on Friday with its kick-off event. 

The girl was surprised at Charity’s offer of help and took one look at her navy blue skirt, gray blouse and pumps before grinning. “I’d love your help,” she said, “but you’re not dressed for it.”

So fifteen minutes later, she was back in a sweat suit and ball cap still damp from her morning run. They walked to the hardware store and bought the wheelbarrow first. From there, it was a morning of walking and pushing.

They went out together from house to house. Molly introduced herself to each person who answered, telling those who’d listen what she was doing with the old Cathlamet Pharmacy and dropping off simple fliers with anyone who’d take them. If a person expressed interest, she shared more and then put what she called “the ask” to them.

“What’s one thing you have lying around that you can live without?”

Charity had never seen anything like it. Slowly, the wheelbarrow filled. Old candles. Tattered paperbacks. Cans of food and bags of beans. Sacks of clothing and an old blanket. Some even had larger items—an old sofa, a paint-splattered wooden chair—that they promised to put out on the street. She had no idea what Molly would do with it all and when she asked between houses, the young woman shrugged.

“Hard to say. But I’m sure we’ll find a use.”

Charity shook her head. “And this heals the world how?”

“Just watch,” Molly said with a grin.

They pushed the latest haul through the glass doors and unloaded quickly, stacking like items with like items around the edges of the room. Then, they sat against the wall and nibbled on salami sandwiches while Molly checked her list and Charity read the flier again.

“A casserole cook-off?” she asked between bites.

Molly looked up, her pencil poised above the sheet. She grinned. “I make a pretty bad-ass casserole.” She slid the pencil behind her ear. “It’s just an excuse, really, to get people together.”

“And once they’re together?”

The young woman sipped her Dr. Pepper. “We’ll just talk. And we’ll keep getting them together. We’ll find out what needs doing around here and then we’ll go do it. Towns like Cathlamet have lost the tax base for government sponsored community programs. There are other groups filling in those gaps but some of them are—” here, she paused and Charity watched her look for more careful wording. “Some of those groups have a less positive agenda.”

She knows. It wasn’t clear just how much, but it stood to reason she’d know something. This foundation intrigued her more and more—a charitable organization that combined guns with casseroles to do its work.

She opened her mouth to ask another question but a knock at the door interrupted her. She looked up to see two men standing in the doorway. The first was tall and nearly gaunt, his salt and pepper hair close-cropped over jutting ears and his intense blue eyes and crooked grin oddly charismatic. He wore jeans and a dress shirt with a western-style tie. His companion looked less comfortable. He was a larger man wearing ill-fitting slacks and a sweater, his gray hair thinning and his expression blank.

Molly stood. Charity did the same.

“Good afternoon, ladies,” the first man said with a lazy southern drawl. The man behind him said nothing. 

Charity watched recognition flash across Molly’s face, then watched her subdue it. The young woman stepped forward and extended her hand. “I’m Molly Clark,” she said. “This is my friend Charity.”

“Pastor Billy Frost,” the man answered. “And this is my friend George Applebaum. A visiting pastor from Portland. We wanted to come by and introduce ourselves, welcome you proper-like.”

Frost. He didn’t look the way she’d imagined the head of a terrorist organization might look, but Charity knew from experience that they rarely did.

She glanced at Molly, whose posture and tone suggested something more formal, more guarded than what she’d seen of the girl so far. “I appreciate the welcome, Pastor Frost.”

Frost held up one of her fliers and his smile widened. “I love a good casserole. When I heard Bob Drexler’s old pharmacy had been bought, I had no idea it was going to be used for the community.”

“It was centrally located and empty,” Molly said. “It seemed like a good spot.”

The minister looked around the room. His friend was oddly silent and when Charity made brief eye contact with him, he looked away. She saw something in his eyes that gave her pause.

He’s afraid. And he should be, she thought.

“So do you both work for this so-called foundation?” Frost asked, walking over to one pile of donated odds and ends.

“Just me,” Molly said. “Charity is helping out for a day or two.”

He looked up and at Charity. She watched his eyes move over her in a calculating way. “You’re also new in town.”

“I’m on my way back to Longview,” Charity lied. “I’ve been on vacation at the coast.”

Frost nodded. “Not much of a place for a potluck.”

“It’ll do.” Molly’s smile was brief.

His own smile was expansive. “Why don’t you let me help you out some? How about I make my fellowship hall available for you out at Wahkiakum Bible Temple? We have ovens and tables and chairs. Nice comfortable place.”

Molly shook her head. “I’ve already distributed the fliers.”

“Oh, most folks round here are easy enough to contact,” Frost said. “We’ve got enough time to get the word out.”

“I really appreciate the offer,” Molly said, “but I think we need to stay with our plan. We want folks to see this as their gathering place and they can’t do that unless they … well … gather here.” 

At first, she thought Frost would argue but instead, he turned those calculating eyes to Molly, sized her up and then nodded. “Fair enough.”

But there was ice in his voice when he said it.

Molly repeated herself, this time firmly but with a smile. “I really do appreciate the offer, though, Pastor Frost.”

He stared at her for a moment longer, his eyes hard beneath furrowed eyebrows. “Just keep in mind, Miss Clark, that Cathlamet is a town that was chock full of community before you and your foundation ever showed up. And that community is Wahkiakum Bible Temple … God’s community.”

Her smile was sweet but challenging. “Not everyone believes in God, Pastor Frost. Those folks need community, too.”

“Around here,” he said, “they do believe. So you just be careful which boats you go rocking.”

With a last smile, he and his friend left.

Molly sighed and shuddered after he left. “That man is dangerous,” she said in a quiet voice.

Yes. He is. “Even his friend is afraid of him,” she said.

She wanted to ask Molly how she knew George Applebaum but decided not to ask. Instead, she went back to her sandwich as Molly went back to her list.

Outside, the rain started up again.

•  •  •

What started as a drizzle became a downpour as Frost’s pickup made its way back to the church buildings.

After their conversation in the boat, Frost had made only a half-hearted effort to conceal what he was up to, taking calls on an old fashioned brick-style cell phone with frantic voices on the other end. They spoke in some kind of code, George thought, making references to pies and chickens or to obscure scripture references that even he couldn’t conjure up in memory. But still, he was talking … a lot. And he’d even taken him to visit Molly.

She’d done a good job of pretending they’d never met and he wondered why. Of course, his conversation with Frost on their way to the old pharmacy was enough to convince him to do the same. It was obvious from the time he took the call from Steve Wilkes that Frost bore the girl ill will. They’d exchanged words, Billy’s voice rising in frustration. “No,” he told the associate pastor, “you wait for the doctor. I’ll see to her.” 

Truck tires crunched the gravel of the church driveway and George looked up to see a scattering of cars in the parking lot. He saw Steve Wilkes getting out of one, accompanied by a dark-skinned man in a green windbreaker, carrying a black case. He watched them walk quickly to one of the side buildings and disappear around a corner.

The doctor. For whom? He thought about the young men he’d see running earlier. And the four others he’d met in Portland. George looked away quickly, hoping Billy didn’t notice. They parked and went inside.

Frost led him past his office and into the foyer. The doors to the sanctuary were open and George heard angry voices inside. “Now, listen,” Frost said. “I’m bringing you with me to this. I don’t have to, you know. We could do this without you.”

George’s look of puzzlement must have been obvious.

“This meeting,” Frost said, “is about what to do with you, Brother George. Among other things.”

“What to do with me?”

Frost nodded. “I don’t make all of the decisions around here. I figure the least I owe you is an opportunity to hear the argument with your own ears.” He scratched his gray hair. “It’ll save me explaining it to you later, I reckon.”

Frost slipped into the room then and George followed after. The room went quiet when they did. He felt the eyes upon him as they walked to the front and sat.

“So boys,” Billy said, “I figure we have some things to sort out. First, there’s the matter of the arrests. A lot of us are going away and we have families to provide for and chores to finish.” He looked at George. “And some messes to clean up.” He glanced across the circle of chairs to an older man. “Brother Tom, will you open us with a word of prayer?”

They bowed their heads. When the ‘amen’ was uttered, Billy launched right into business. George noted that Wilkes had slipped into the room and now sat just outside the circle. He and Frost exchanged a look.

“We are underway, Brothers,” Frost said. “I’ll keep this brief. We have strangers in the yard. Two women up at the pharmacy. One says she’s passing through but I don’t like the look of her. Her friend’s staying up at Drexler’s and she’ll be having her first event tomorrow evening. Let’s make sure it’s her last.” He thought for a moment. “Don’t hurt her. Just help her out of town.”

The man to his left nodded. “I’ll put out a call.”

“Good. Now, I won’t always be around to keep the wolves out of the pasture. So make sure whoever you call understands that more are no doubt coming.” He raised his eyebrows in Wilkes’ direction. “What do you have, Brother Steve?”

“Tomorrow night,” he said. “Two by two, just like you said.”

Frost smiled. “That’s what I like to hear.” He looked at George. “Now we have another decision to make.” He stood and smoothed his slacks. “I’ve known Brother George here for a good long while. We preached together. We studied together. We’re going to have to keep him quiet for a few days and I don’t take to the notion of shooting him in the head, though I will if I need to.” He raised his eyebrows and nodded slightly in George’s direction with the words. “But I think he’s harmless enough now. We’ve burned or drowned all his things.”

“Leo’s son says they were riddled with bugs,” another of the older men said.

“I’m certain of it,” Billy said. “But notice that they haven’t come rushing in to rescue him.” He gave George a hard look. “Tossed aside, Brother. Used and discarded.”

George said nothing.

“And that tells me,” Frost continued, “that they already know what they need to know and it’s just a matter of time. So: What do we do with my friend here, meanwhile?”

“I could call my nephew,” said one of the men. “We could stash him in the solitary at County for a few days.”

Frost shook his head. “Frank’s with us and so are a bunch of the others but not everyone is. Last thing we need is more curiosity from Johnny Law.”

Wilkes looked up and George saw his eyes were cold and far away. “I still think you should’ve put him in the river, Brother Bill.”

Billy smiled. “I know you do. But that’s a permanent solution for a temporary problem. And he can’t learn if he’s dead.” He put a hand on George’s shoulder. George flinched from the touch. If Frost noticed, he hid it well. “George here is a good man. Of that I have no doubt. And it was unfair of us to involve him and his flock in our little venture without discussing it with him first though that would’ve been a bit … impractical. And frankly, if our boys hadn’t blown themselves up it would’ve never been an issue.”

George sat and listened to them go back and forth for another twenty minutes and as he did, he realized that though he was afraid, another emotion was kindled alongside that fear. He was angry. He felt it build and finally, he looked up.

“I’d like to say something,” he said.

Frost stopped mid-sentence and George felt all eyes upon him. The room was quiet and he took a deep breath. Then, he looked at each of the dozen men slowly. “What you’re doing here,” he finally said, “is wrong.”

One of the men started to protest and Frost quieted him with a glance before sitting down. “You have the floor, Brother George.”

George stood and felt his legs shaking beneath him. “You all can do what you want with me,” he said. “But hear me: What you’re doing is against everything Christianity teaches. You’re killing people to make your point. You’re sending young men out—” here, he looked at Wilkes, “—two by two with their bombs and your agenda. This is not the way to change the world. Find a better path.”

The words fell from his mouth awkwardly, all the anger burning itself out before it had a chance to blaze. He looked around again and sat.

“Actually,” Frost said, “way I see it, we’re actually quite right, George. The Lord brought a sword, not peace. The Good Book says he fashioned a whip—a whip, mind you—and chased the moneylenders out of his Father’s house. The Good Book says beat your swords into ploughshares, but also says beat your ploughshares into swords. ‘The kingdom of heaven suffereth violence and the violent take it by force.’”

Then the Good Book is wrong. Clarity dawned from the fog of doubt. “Look,” George finally said, “there’s no way I can convince you you’re wrong any more than you can convince me that you’re right. So make up your minds and do what you want with me.”

The rest of the meeting moved quickly. In the end, George left the same way he came, riding next to Billy in his old pickup truck. They took the long way around the island and they didn’t talk. When they reached the parsonage, one of Frost’s elders was leaving with a toolbox in hand. He handed Billy a set of keys. “It should hold just fine,” he said on his way out.

George went straight to the room and sat on the bed. Frost followed, placing a Bible on the bed beside him. He looked at the book but instead of finding comfort, he found violence and bloodshed, a fascination with Armageddon with no regard for Eden.

“I’m truly sorry about this, George,” Frost told him, patting his jacket pocket. “Three days, tops. I’ll bring up some food later.”

George said nothing. When Frost left, he heard the padlocks snapping shut in their hasps and he realized that despite the locks and the man with the pistol outside, he had a sense of freedom he’d not possessed before. 

•  •  •

The sky was growing dark when Charity and Molly wheeled the last load of donations into the pharmacy. They quickly stacked the items and then stood back to admire their handiwork. Tomorrow was Friday. They’d spend the day putting finishing touches on the space and then enlist other volunteers to help carry folding chairs from the County boardroom and the library. Then, Molly would cook up her casseroles in the Bradley House’s oven—an arrangement Charity had helped broker—and the Wahkiakum Community Center would hold its first event. 

Charity wondered what they might expect in the way of a turnout. She also wondered about Frost and his fundamentalist friends. She’d not liked the cold, calculating look in his eye and it wouldn’t surprise her if he himself appeared or at the very least sent some of his men to keep an eye on things.

Or close them down.

She pushed the thought away and turned to the girl. “So … how about dinner?”

Molly smiled. “Rain check?”

Charity nodded. “Sure. What time do you want me back tomorrow?”

Molly looked surprised. “You’re coming back for more?”

She grinned. “Wouldn’t miss it.”

The girl looked thoughtful for a moment, as if she were working out a math equation, and walked quickly to her pack. “You’ve been really helpful today. I want to give you something.” She reached into her backpack and drew out a plain book, which she handed to Charity. “It’s what I believe,” she said. “It’s why I’m here.”

Charity took the book and looked at it. A Symmetry Framed. She’d never heard of the author—a one-word name. Bashar.

“Thank you,” she said. 

Then, they hugged and she headed to Rosie’s for a quick meal—meatloaf, mashed potatoes and rich, dark gravy that she soaked up with fresh rolls and chased with ice-cold milk. She looked over the book while she ate. It was a collection of stories about a man she’d never heard of who’d showed up unexpectedly at the mythical city of Cascadiapolis, supposedly hidden in the Cascades somewhere near Portland. It followed his brief time there and included bits of cobbled together information about his earlier life, the anecdotes and fables he told and the songs he sang, his famous stews and soups. And it chronicled his death at the hands of violent men who did not comprehend his message.

The man who’d written it all down—this Bashar—had been head of security for Cascadiapolis. Other than his first person narrative, though, any other details about the man were absent from the book. If he still lived he had to be past eighty by now. 

Curious, Charity opened the book to the copyright page. It had been published last year, from a surprising source.

The J. Appleseed Foundation. Neither Hunter nor Molly had mentioned the name of the foundation before. Now, the symbolism in the name made Charity smile.

Closing the book, she finished her dinner, paid up, and walked across the street to the bed and breakfast.

Mrs. Cooper was having tea in the dining room with two other guests when she arrived. “Miss Jensen?”

Charity nearly kept walking, her mind not registering the name as the one she’d registered under. She stopped, midway up the stairs. “Yes?”

“You’ve a message, dear.” The woman stood and bustled off to her desk to recover a slip of paper. “It was family.” She studied the note. “Your Aunt Abigail. She wanted you to call right away.”

Why is she calling the bed and breakfast?

She used the house’s single landline phone.

“Charity,” Abigail Hunter said, “it’s good to hear your voice. How’s your vacation?”

Charity played along. “It’s going very well. I’ve been helping out at the local community center.”

“I’m glad to hear it,” Hunter said. “Now, do you remember I told you we had family there in town? His name is George. I think he’s out on that island there. We’ve fallen out of touch. I’m hoping you can look in on him for me.”

George. The man with Frost earlier, who had looked so uncomfortable. “I think I might’ve met him today.”

“Well, I’d love for you to look him up for me. I’m sure he’d appreciate a friendly face.”

“I’ll see what I can do,” she said. Hunter’s meaning was clear and Charity only hoped any listening ears weren’t clever enough to follow the subtext of the conversation. Their man in Cathlamet had been found out and was likely in trouble. She sighed.

Back in her room, she sat on the bed and watched the darkness fall outside. There’d been no point in showering or changing her clothes. Not with another night run coming up.

So instead, she read more of the book Molly gave her and waited for the middle of the night.

•  •  •

George lay still in the bed and collected himself, ignoring both the book and the food Frost had brought him hours earlier. Outside, he could hear the rain against his window. Downstairs, he could hear Billy’s voice again. Something about Sam’s blankets nearly being ready for delivery. More coded conversation, he suspected, spread over several calls received over an old-fashioned landline with a shrill ring. 

The longer he lay there, the more he thought. And the more he thought, the more his head hurt.

Two by two. If it meant what he thought, then more teams were going out into the world to carry the message of Frost’s twisted faith.

George stood slowly and went back to the window. They’d been bolted shut, the wood shavings left on the sill in the deacon’s hurry. The window itself would be easy enough to break, but not without alerting Frost. And it would take more time to climb down from the second story than it would for Billy and his pistol to reach the back door.

Still, it was either climb or try to overpower Billy.

Or do nothing. But doing nothing, he realized, meant people could die.

George sighed and returned to the bed. He glanced to the clock radio to check the time and then blinked. He reached for it, slid the lever to radio and heard the static. Feeling along the side of it with his fingers, George found the volume dial, and slid it down and then up. Then, he glanced at the wooden chair at the small desk.

It might work. He could use the radio to lure Frost upstairs, maybe even drown out some of the sound of breaking glass and buy him a few extra precious minutes to climb down and make his escape.

He could feel his heartbeat in his temples, keeping time with the throbbing of his head as he turned on the radio and spun the AM dial. When he reached Frost’s own voice, he stopped and smiled. He was shouting, impassioned, about the Shekinah glory of Christ and it must have been a live recording played on the airwaves by some small local station.

Turning the volume as loud as it would go, he stood and lifted the chair. He heard Billy below.

“What are you up to, George?”

He heard the creaking of the stairs as Billy approached. George waited until he heard the footsteps in the hall. Then, he shoved the chair through the glass. He crawled out of the window, slipped, slid and caught himself on the gutter before falling into the yard below.

The air went out of him and he felt a sharp pain in his shoulder as he rolled into a ball. 

 “George!” He could hear the anger in Billy’s voice. “Goddammit, I told you.” George looked up and saw him leaning from the window of his room. “It was only three days.” He turned away, moving quickly.

George climbed to his feet and lurched into a clumsy run. He had to get into the scrub by the side of the road if he was going to have any chance of getting away.

And he had to hope that Frost would find it harder to kill someone with the gun in his own hand instead of through one of his young disciples.

George pushed himself and heard Billy behind him somewhere now, shouting for him to stop. He didn’t and he flinched when he heard Billy’s first shot ring out. He heard a cry—something too low for a scream and too high for a shout—then realized he was the one who made the sound. He cut to the left.

“This is pointless, George,” Billy yelled, his own breath ragged. “There’s no place for you to go.”

He kept running and heard another shot behind him. Almost simultaneously, he heard the bullet tearing up gravel as it nipped the ground just ahead of him. He reached the brush and crouched, changing direction again, running parallel to the road. 

Suddenly, a dark shape leaped up ahead of him from the ground and strong hands grabbed his shoulders. He was pulled in and down and he felt hot breath at his ear. “Get down,” a woman’s voice whispered.

He let her force him to the ground and he lay prone, trying to slow his heavy breathing. His side ached and he only now became aware of just how badly his shoulder hurt.

Whoever had pulled him down had moved off quietly and all he could hear now was the sound of Frost approaching. He rolled onto his back in time to see the man striding toward him through the brush, the pistol raised from an extended arm. As frightening as the gun, the look on his face was one of dangerous rage. When he spoke, his voice trembled and spittle flew from his lower lip. “Goddamn you, George. God fucking damn you.”

He’s going to shoot me. 

But suddenly, Frost’s head rocked to the side and George heard the sound of something cracking. The pistol dropped and the man went down hard in the dirt. The woman scooped up the pistol. He couldn’t make out her features in the dark but when she spoke, the voice was familiar. 

“Hi, George,” she said, holding the pistol in a way that told him she knew how to use it. “Aunt Abigail says hello.”

•  •  •

Frost was coming to just as Charity finished duct-taping him to the chair. She’d sent Applebaum upstairs to find darker clothing and better shoes and now she could hear him clattering around up there. Frost’s eyes were fluttering and she dropped the pillowcase over his head. He and the dining room chair barely fit in the small ground-floor restroom but he’d be less likely tip the chair over.

When he spoke, his voice was heavily distorted by the broken jaw. “You’re declaring war on the Most High God,” he said. “And His angels will smite you for raising your hand to His people.”

Charity ignored him, turning away from the bathroom to find the phone lines and cut them with the rusty old Leatherman she’d found in a kitchen drawer along with a handful of .38 rounds and the tape.

Then, she checked the house quickly again, whistling loudly for George. When he came down the stairs, he was dressed in a dark tracksuit and a pair of sneakers.

She nodded toward the door and he moved to it. She closed the bathroom door and followed him outside. Charity wasn’t sure how much time this would give her, but she doubted it would be much. By morning, when they couldn’t find their pastor, they’d come looking. By then, she needed to be leaving with Matthew Rodriguez. And George, too, it seemed.

She studied him. He was a large man with dark circles under his eyes. He was going to slow her down. Still, she could hide him with Molly for a few hours and then track down Matthew. But what then? Extricate him by force? She had maybe ten shots and these antique revolvers were painfully slow to reload. Still, it was better than nothing.

She pulled Frost’s keys from her pocket and pointed to the truck. “Get in.”

He climbed into the cab and once he was in, she looked back at the house, now dark, for one final check. Then, she climbed behind the wheel, turned the engine over, and backed down the driveway with her lights off, letting the feel of the tires on the gravel guide her.

“You work with Patriot then,” he said as the surface beneath them changed to blacktop. 

“Not really,” she said. “But Hunter told me to come find you. I’m looking for one of Frost’s followers. Matthew Rodriguez. Do you know him?”

He shook his head. “I don’t.”

She turned the truck toward town. “He came in to the church on a bus with about twenty other men.”

She heard the man swallow. “They’re the ones staying at the church. Billy is sending them out soon.”

Not to preach or pass out leaflets, she thought. To build more bombs. “Not if I can help it,” she said. 

Charity knew Hunter would not be happy about this, but she was the one who sent her in for George. And Charity was the soldier on the ground. They took several turns and when the bridge was in sight, she switched on the lights. 

“You remember Molly?” she asked.

George nodded. 

“I’m going to leave you with her. Stay out of sight until I get back. Then we’ll find a phone and get Hunter down here.”

He nodded again. They pulled up to the pharmacy and she left the truck running as she jumped out and ran to the door. Molly opened it on the third knock, rubbing sleep from her eyes.

“Charity, what are you—”

“I need you to keep an eye on him,” she interrupted, nodding at George. “I’ll be back in an hour, two tops.”

She could see the confusion on the girl’s face. “I don’t understand what’s going on.”

She looked at George. “He can fill you in on some of it; I’ll explain the rest later. Just keep him here until I get back.”

The girl nodded slowly, reluctance fighting with trust. “Okay.”

Charity climbed back into the truck, pulled the pistol from her pocket, and placed it on the seat behind her. She saw them vanish into the building and close the door, then backed into the street and sped to Puget Island.

She turned out the truck’s lights as she approached the church and parked near the door marked “Office.” There were no other cars in the lot other than the white bus, and none of the buildings were lit.

She didn’t bother concealing the pistol. Charity jogged along the sidewalk toward the building she assumed was a barracks … the long low building where she’d heard them reciting scripture the night before. There were doors at either end and she tried the one facing the street first. It was locked.

Charity moved around to the back of the building, listening for any sound of them. It was nearly two o’clock and if they were keeping to a three o’clock run they’d be waking up soon. 

She tried the next door. Also locked.

She placed her hand flat upon the door and pushed, testing its sturdiness. She’d dislocate a shoulder on this door. And she didn’t want to waste a bullet on the deadbolt. Not to mention the attention the noise would draw. She retraced her steps next, checking each window until she found one with open curtains. 

She stretched onto the tips of her toes and squinted into the dark room, her eyes picking out the shapes of bunk beds and wall lockers arranged barracks-style.

The beds were empty.

That bastard’s already sent them. Two by two, George had told her. Enough to fit into a car or a boat heading up or down river. Portland and Seattle were in close reach, and there they could swap cars and pick their next city. She envisioned a network of churches, all happy to lend cars they could later report stolen, or sold ridiculously cheap. Eventually, the young men would reach their destinations and do what they’d been trained to do.

Charity turned away from the empty barracks, tossed Frost’s keys onto the roof of his church and set out at a run for the bridge.

As she ran, she tried to use the exercise to bring her focus. She pulled her breath in at a count of four, then pushed it out, feeling the solid slap of the ground against her feet.

I’m sorry, Sandra, she thought. This one had turned on her. Another so-called bag and tag gone wrong. She felt a stab of guilt and quickly pushed it aside. Matthew had made his own choices. And she’d tried to help a friend without fully understanding what her friend’s son had been planning. This was a criminal matter now and she needed to contact Rodriguez and let her know what was happening. Fuck Hunter and her operation.

Charity ran, stretching her legs, and turned her mind to what would come next. She’d leave with George in her rental. She’d kept the tank full. It would take her less than ten minutes to throw her things into her bag and they could be in Portland at the local Edgewater office in about three hours. 

It was as good a plan as any at this point.

•  •  •

Outside, a solitary dog barked and George jumped at the noise. His shoulder still throbbed and every noise caught his breath in his throat.

When Molly saw him trembling, she put on water and mixed him a concoction of instant coffee and instant cocoa, boiling hot and served up with four Ibuprofens. He held the old ceramic mug and sat in the corner.

“What’s going on, George?” she asked.

Something in her eyes—compassion he supposed—prompted him and he found himself laying the entire story out before her. As he did, it suddenly struck him just how far afield from his own life and experiences this had taken him and he found himself fighting tears. When they did finally leak out, the girl put a hand on his shoulder and squeezed it. “You’ve been through a lot,” she said.

He nodded. “I surely have.” And out of all the events of the last three days, the one thing that stood out most for him was that look in Frost’s eyes just before Charity hit him with the board. He’d seen rage there mingled with something dark and insane.

Something capable of killing.

Maybe, he thought, a religion founded upon the principle of shedding blood in exchange for life was destined to breed that level of crazy. If the God you worshiped was willing to kill to make His point, why wouldn’t you be willing to do the same? He shook the thought away, foreign and frightening. “I just don’t get it,” he said. “Billy and I were friends. We preached the streets together in seminary. I don’t understand how things could go so differently—so wrongly—for him.”

Molly’s voice was low and soothing. “People change. Mix in a sense of being disenfranchised with a bit of religious zeal and it can be pretty toxic.”

He nodded. 

She said nothing for a minute and he realized that her hand hadn’t moved. It felt good there, reassuring. And even though there was nothing sexual about it, he still blushed. It was more familiarity with a woman than he’d experienced these last thirty years or so. 

Molly continued. “These rural areas are riddled with pockets of discontented, angry people who feel trapped in poverty and cut off from the mainstream. The urban will for rural subsidy vanished during the economic collapses. Not even the reform years could help the shrinking tax base and without the natural resource industry to support them, towns like Cathlamet are awash with bitter citizens longing for change. Add a little ‘pie in the sky by and by’ to that and … voila.”

George could see it. Was it Marx who’d said religion was the opiate of the masses? He realized it may well be in some instances.

But in others, it’s a lit match to the kindling of discontent and anger.

Molly moved her hand when his shaking stopped and she sat beside him as he slipped the hot beverage. After maybe an hour, he heard three light taps at the door and Molly went to it quickly to let Charity in.

The woman was dressed now in a plain navy blue dress. She carried a suitcase as she closed the door behind her, working the lock. The pocket on the right side of her open raincoat bulged where she no doubt kept Frost’s pistol. George found himself admiring the strength he saw there. Her eyes were hard and level, moving over the room with practiced care, and her posture and jawline were confidently set. “My truck’s in front of the bed and breakfast,” she said. “We’ll hit the highway, find a signal and call Hunter, then head for Longview.”

He felt relief flooding him. He looked at Molly. “Are you packed, too?”

She shook her head. “I’m not going. I have work here to do.”

He blinked. “But Frost has people coming for you. They want you out of town.”

She shrugged. “Not everyone gets what they want.”

George looked at Charity. “You tell her.”

Charity shook her head. “She’s her own woman, George.” He watched her pull a pair of glasses from her purse—expensive, top shelf ones like the glasses Hunter and her partner wore. She passed them over to him. “Wear these. If you get a signal, call Hunter.”

He took the glasses and put them on, rolling his eyes to synchronize them. Nothing but white light and white noise. He set them to search for a signal and turned down the glare. Then, he looked at Molly. 

She smiled at him. “I’ll be fine, George.”

He wanted to believe her and he marveled at the faith on her face. No, he realized, not faith but confidence. He hugged her briefly and then joined Charity by the door. 

“It’s the gray Ford across the street,” she told him before looking to Molly again. “Are you sure about this?” 

The girl nodded. “I am.”

Then, she held open the door with one hand as her other slipped into her pocket. George moved through the door first and she caught up quickly, her eyes scanning a main street dimly lit by dirty streetlamps spread too far apart.

They reached the Ford and she tossed her suitcase in the back. He climbed into the cab and buckled in, glancing across the street again. George sighed and Charity looked at him.

“She’s a tough one,” she said. “And I’m willing to bet Hunter and her team aren’t far away.”

“I hope you’re right.” 

There was something profound about the girl that he struggled to name. Beyond her earnestness she was … good. She knew something true in a real sense. What he’d felt, when he started his road to the pulpit to many years ago, had seemed true but it was more of a hope or a wish. Otherwise, he wouldn’t have felt the need to defend it so strongly and conserve its values so strictly. 

He turned his thoughts away from Molly and toward Charity. He wondered what her story was. She didn’t talk much and worked with a matter-of-fact precision that marked her as a professional. And though now she looked the part of a conservative woman with a Bible tucked in her purse, he’d seen her in action. He suspected she was military of some kind.

She started the truck and they moved away from the curb, building speed as they headed uphill past the hardware store to the highway. The road was empty and wet and he saw no traffic even out on what used to be State Route 4 and was now just the called Longview-Wahkiakum Road. But as they turned right and headed east, a lone pair of headlights approached and a van sped by. It was full of men and painted white.

George saw the black letters stenciled above its cab as it flashed past. Wahkiakum Bible Temple. He craned his neck to look behind him and when he looked back to Charity, he saw she was watching the rearview mirror as well, biting her lip.

Thirty seconds passed. 

“Fuck,” she said.

“Fuck,” he agreed.

George grabbed for the dashboard when she braked suddenly and pulled into the parking lot of an abandoned gas station to flip the truck around. Accelerating, she put them back on the highway, heading swiftly west.

•  •  •

The church van sat empty outside the pharmacy, its side door still open, as Charity approached. The door to the pharmacy was open, too, and the lights were on.

She slowed the truck and pulled it to the side of the road about a block away, casting a sidelong look to George as she handed him the keys. “Stay here. Stay low. Honk if there’s trouble.” She waited for his nod before climbing out of the cab.

She walked quickly but quietly toward the pharmacy, her ears straining at the conversation she heard inside. 

“I don’t think you understand, Miss,” she heard one voice say. “We’re not here to ask.”

Molly’s response was too quiet for her to pick out the words, but her tone was confident and unafraid. She’d have labeled the girl naive if she hadn’t seen her in action, working the people with more skill than Charity had seen in most officers. Even under pressure, the girl was a leader-in-charge.

She paused outside the door and quickly counted the heads she could see. Three from her vantage point, not counting the man who spoke. Slipping her hand into her pocket, she curled her fingers around the butt of the pistol.

When she walked in, she finished her head count even as she opened her mouth. Six men. “Is there a problem here, Molly?”

The girl’s posture was calm but she saw a momentary flicker of relief in her eyes. She started to talk but the oldest of the men—a sandy-haired man in his thirties—spoke over her. “We’re just having a conversation,” he said. “You can go about your business.”

She smiled. “It’s four o’clock in the morning and I see six young men with a girl backed into a corner. I’d say this is my business.”

The man turned on her. “And who are you?”

She drew the revolver and pointed it at his chest. “I’m an armed citizen,” she said, “who’s thinking perhaps you and your boys here should be going about your own business.”

His face turned red. “We’re on the Lord’s business.”

Charity glanced at the wide-eyed faces around her. None of these young men were the caliber of trained soldiers she’d seen earlier, now sent out to scatter their seeds of violence. These were just members of the local Bullies for Christ chapter. 

Except for their spokesman. She could see violence in his eyes and a calculating quality that she recognized. Still, smite the shepherd and scatter the flock.    

“So what you’re telling me is that the Lord has you out at this ungodly hour harassing this solitary woman on her own property with a gang of well-dressed thugs?” She didn’t wait for him to answer. “I think you should all be moving along.”

The man sneered at her. “There are six of us and you’re just a girl with a gun,” he said. “The worst you can do is send one or two of us to Glory.” 

“I’m a woman with a gun,” she said, “who’s served two tours in Iran and one in Honduras. I’ve participated in police actions in Nigeria and Pakistan.” She waved the pistol. “And you’re the only one I’d need to send anywhere.”

The sudden honking of the truck’s horn outside shifted her attention for just a moment and the man surged forward, raising his hands. She didn’t even blink. She squeezed the trigger and put a bullet in his right thigh. He fell to the side, cutting loose with a string of profanity.

She watched the other faces go white. All but Molly’s. The girl continued to exude calm. “You boys can leave now,” Charity said.

“Help me up,” the man she’d shot demanded, but when he moved, she cocked the pistol and shook her head. 

“Your friend stays.”

Not a word was said. As they crowded their way through the door, she looked beyond them at the mud-spattered SUV that pulled up behind the van. She closed the door and locked it, hoping George was doing what he was told and staying out of sight.

Then, she moved over to the man she’d shot. “And who might you be?” When he didn’t immediately answer, she kicked his wounded thigh. “Answer up, Altar Boy.”

“Pastor Steve Wilkes,” he said, gritting his teeth against the pain.

She knew the name and smiled. “Things are going to get ugly in a minute,” she said. “It’ll go easier for you if you tell me where Matthew Rodriguez is going.”

His initial look was surprise but she watched him cover it over with something more resolute and less easy to read. “I don’t know any Matthew Rodriguez.”

There was hammering at the door now, and shouting. She kicked the man’s leg again and when he swatted at her, she hit him alongside the head with the barrel of the .38. “Of course you know who he is, Steve. Thou shalt not bear false witness.”

His face was purple now with rage. “You fucking bitch,” he said. “You have no idea what kind of holy wrath you’re bringing down upon yourself.”

“I don’t believe in holy wrath,” Charity said. And then she hit him again. She looked around the room, saw the duct tape, and nodded to it. “Help me out here, Molly. Tape our boy up.”

She counted the minutes that passed. A pistol fired, even indoors, was certain to be heard. And the commotion outside at this hour would wake someone up. The sheriff’s office was just down the street.

They’re not coming. And she doubted it was budgetary constraints that kept them away. They were looking the other way, letting the town’s real law enforcement take care of local business.

Good, she thought. I can use that to my advantage.

The door was cracking at the hinges as something or someone heavy fell against it. Charity divided her focus between that and the girl working the roll of tape. “Just his hands,” she said, then as an afterthought: “And his mouth.”

The door was going to give soon and she needed to be out the back with her prisoner when it did. If there was going to be a firefight two blocks from the sheriff’s office, she wanted the citizens of Cathlamet to hear it and see it. 

She hauled Wilkes up by a bicep. The tape muffled his cry as he forced weight onto his leg. Without being asked, Molly came to his other side and gripped that arm. 

They shuffled toward the back room and were halfway there when the front door caved in.

Despite the slur, she knew the voice she heard next, telling her to stop. More familiar than that was the sound of Frost’s pump action Remington as he chambered a shell.

•  •  •

George heard the gunshot and found himself fumbling for the door handle, a panic rising in him before he remembered what Charity had told him.

He saw the SUV approaching next and it all seemed to unwind like a slow-motion action sequence. As it pulled into the parking lot behind the van, the door to the pharmacy opened and five men came tumbling out before the door slammed shut again behind them. Three older men climbed out of the SUV, all holding rifles, and George’s mouth fell open.

Frost was already barking orders and the larger of the men grabbed up an old cylindrical public ashtray and used it to batter the door. Frost and the others huddled with the young men, talking in low tones. 

The conversation was brief and Frost’s companion took two of the boys around back. Billy and the other three stood by and watched the door as it cracked and groaned.

George felt that panic rising again but this time, it was accompanied by focus and one clear need.

I have to do something. He looked around the cab for some kind of weapon, then looked at the keys in his hand. He slipped into the driver’s seat, buckled the seatbelt, and glanced around the street as he inserted the key. Then, before turning it over, he took the brake off. 

The door fell in and Frost moved in with his shotgun raised, shouting for Charity to stop.

George fired up the engine and floored the accelerator, hauling the wheel to the right and jumping the truck onto the sidewalk. He pointed its nose at the door where Frost and his men gathered and forced his eyes wide open to watch as they turned and tried to get clear.

Two of the younger men were just barely fast enough. One was clipped and thrown into the front of the van. Frost flew backwards into the pharmacy, his shotgun discharging as it clattered to the floor. The man with the ashtray threw it up into the air as the driver’s side bumper pushed him into the exterior wall with a crunching noise that George could hear over the roar of the engine and the man’s sudden, piercing scream. 

The air went out of George as the seatbelt caught his forward movement, wrenching his wounded shoulder. Everything was gray for a moment and then he was free of his seatbelt and sliding from the passenger door to scramble over the smoking hood of the truck.

Frost was stirring when George kicked him back down. He aimed for the shoulder but got the preacher’s face instead.

He didn’t feel bad about it.

Charity already held the shotgun and George felt a moment of inadequacy when she turned to Molly. “Do you know how to use this?” she asked.

The girl shook her head. “I can’t. I’m a pacifist.”

Charity scowled and turned to George. Before she asked, he snatched the shotgun from her hand. “I used to hunt ducks with my Dad,” he said. He looked down at his former friend’s broken nose, the blood running into his mouth as he gasped for air. “And I reckon I’m not much of a pacifist at the moment.”

Then, for the first time, he noticed Steve Wilkes. The man was lying on the floor, bound and gagged with duct tape and his leg bleeding. His eyes were still cold and for a moment, he wanted to kick him in the face, too. George held his breath and then slowly released it.

Charity stepped over him to tower over Frost. “You’ll serve better,” she said before looking around again. George followed her gaze. The pinned deacon’s screams were subsiding to whimpers as he lay limp over the fender. The others were gathered around him, looking like lost sheep. George watched her counting them.

“Frost sent three around back,” George said.

Billy was stirring again and George was surprised at the ease with which Charity dragged him to his feet. Molly was ready with the duct tape.

They approached the back door together with Charity holding her pistol just beneath Frost’s rib. George’s hands slowly remembered the weapon though he’d never thought he might use it on a person before. The notion of it made his stomach churn.

“I have your preacher here,” Charity shouted through the door. “I don’t want to hurt him.”

Frost’s voice overpowered hers in a bellow that George could barely understand. “I’m glory-bound, boys, if she puts me down. So you stand firm in the armor of God and send her to the judgment seat of Christ.”

Charity punched him in the side of his head with the revolver. “I’m not talking about putting you down, Billy,” she said. “I’m talking about hurting you.” Her voice lowered and George knew that if he could see her eyes now, what he saw there would frighten him. “And you don’t want me to do that.”

“You all fall back,” she shouted again. She nodded to Molly. “Open the door and stand clear.”

Charity slipped an arm around Frost’s throat, standing behind him for cover, bending him backwards and forcing him to shuffle forward slowly. George raised the shotgun as the door swung open.

The waiting men had faces bathed in uncertainty. Even the older one didn’t seem to know what to do. He lowered his rifle when he saw the woman moving forward, using his pastor as a human shield.

George moved forward, shotgun raised. “You should put down that rifle,” he said quietly.

Frost protested; Charity squeezed his windpipe. The man stooped and laid it down, stepping back with raised hands. “I think things have gone a bit too far here, Pastor Bill.” Then, he backed away.

“I agree,” Charity said as she continued moving forward. George followed, the butt of the shotgun still firmly tucked into his shoulder. “Things have gone a bit too far. We’re going to slip over to your County sheriff’s office and sort it out right now.”

George could see the glass door, brightly lit, at the base of the County building just down the street. They moved slowly and he tried to imitate the way Charity scanned the terrain. He heard the sound of another car and flinched at the thought of more of Frost’s men showing up. But this one continued on down Main Street, its engine growing fainter as it moved away. He blinked the sweat out of his eyes.

It took them just a few minutes to reach the sheriff’s station, Molly trailing behind. When they did, Charity peered through the glass. “Lower the shotgun, George, and open the door.”

He did and she moved past him. As soon as she entered the lobby, she called out in a loud voice. “I’m Sergeant Charity Oxham,” she said, “Edgewater Security, D.C., on assignment for U.S. Senator Sandra Rodriguez. I’m armed and have a prisoner. I’m coming in.”

George waited outside the door with Molly, his eye on the back of the pharmacy. Frost’s men still lingered there and he saw that two of them now propped up their Associate Pastor between them. The gray halo of a nearby streetlight added something sinister to Wilkes’ angry glare.

When he glanced to Molly, the light she stood in painted her angelic, her face calm but concerned.

She’s not afraid; she’s sad. And then it dawned on him that at least some of how a world was healed was exactly that. Sadness—rising up from the recognition of a species’ potential and an understanding of its failings and successes—replacing fear and all of its machinations.

Because we could be so much more than this. 

He looked at Frost. Fear had driven the changes they were seeking. And fear had governed his own life for as long as he could remember, coring it into something hollow that pretended to be joy. Even his slow crawl away from faith had been riddled with it, as the fear kept him behind a pulpit he hated, preaching words he could not believe.

George blinked at the power of his realization.

He felt a hand on his arm and looked over at Molly. “You look sad, George,” she said.

He smiled at her. “I guess I am,” George said.

•  •  •

Charity came through the door and let it close behind her. The man at the desk looked up, surprise obvious on his face.

Charity repeated herself. “I’m Sergeant Charity Oxham, Edgewater Security, D.C.”

His eyes went wide as he recognized Frost. His voice was muffled by the clear bulletproof partition that separated him from the small lobby. “Pastor Billy, what—”

“Reverend Frost is in my custody,” Charity said. “The way I see it, you and your men can either complicate an already complicated situation or you can help simplify things. At this point, failing to respond to shots fired is your only complicity in the matter. Don’t make it worse.”

He blinked and she watched the fight go out of him. But one look at him when she entered the room, and she knew he’d cave fast. “What do you want?”

“I want an all channels broadcast that Frost is in my custody.”

He looked at the radio and then back to her. “Sheriff called radio silence three hours ago.”

She thought for a moment. “Do you know who Patriot, Inc. is and what they do?”

He nodded slowly.

“This situation is going to unravel really fast, Deputy, and I can assure you that no one will be unsoiled in the shit-storm that is coming your way. You have a choice to make.”

Thirty minutes later, Cathlamet was crawling with men and women in dark windbreakers and ball caps. Black helicopters, running silent, shuttled additional agents into town through the high school’s football field where they were met by colleagues in SUVs.

Charity sat in a cluttered office. They’d taken Frost and she suspected he was en route to Portland already. She’d seen Hunter only briefly and the woman had frowned. “Wait here for me to debrief you,” she said in a sharp voice before she was off barking orders to other men and women. From what she could see, an elaborate net had been laid out here and the events of the night had forced things faster than anticipated.

So she waited. 

When Hunter finally came in and sat down, the sun was up, shining bright despite the dark clouds north that threatened. “We’ve taken twenty six ECs,” she said, “including Frost and Wilkes.”

Enemy combatants. Semantics that she understood well. These men would not be facing a trial any time soon. Instead, they’d spend the next few years answering questions over and over again. “Where are they going?”

Hunter looked at her and Charity felt her eyes measuring her. Finally, she spoke. “Seattle for now. The foundation owns a facility offshore. Eventually, they’ll be taken there for rehabilitation.” She paused. “I don’t know if you want to know this or not but I’m going to tell you anyway, Charity. Your father’s book, Unmasking the Fear in Faith, is required reading for all of us on this particular team, including the counselors that will be working with these prisoners.”

It was his first book and it had broken out, taking Dr. Jeremy Oxham out of his psych classroom in Maryland and into a life of signings and speeches and debates. Five books later and he was dead. She shook off the memory. “And what about the twenty men they sent out?”

“It’ll take us some time,” Hunter said. “We’ve got a lot to sort through here. They’ve managed to block most wireless traffic these last two days so we’ve got nothing there. But we’ll start interrogations later this afternoon in Seattle. We know they left by boat and by car but our surveillance has been spotty. The river has a lot of shipping activity on it and there’s a maze of old logging roads in and out of here—far too many for us to watch. We’ll get them.”

“You sound confident.”

Hunter nodded. “I am. We have another development that gives me a bit of hope. It involves you, actually.”

Charity felt her eyebrows raise. “Really?”

“I’ll send the details over by wireless after we’re done. Approximately two hours ago, your boy—Matthew Rodriguez—turned himself in to the Portland Edgewater offices with an attorney retained by his mother.”

She leaned closer, blinking. “He turned himself in?”

Hunter smiled. It was tight-lipped and devoid of any real happiness. “He did. It seems he changed his mind. Called his Mommy and she pulled some strings. He’ll be held at a facility in D.C. and has agreed to cooperate with us in the investigation. I argued for him to stay with the others but your friend has some significant connections. The senator also insisted that you be assigned as his transport officer. We’ve got a jet waiting for you at PDX.”

After all of this. And he’d turned himself in. It made no sense to her and she opened her mouth to say so but thought better of it. Better to take what she could and get the fuck out of Dodge.

Hunter continued. “We’ll have a lot more to talk about with you but we can do that by vidcon later in the week. The senator was most insistent about having her son back in D.C. by tomorrow.” Her tone told Charity all she needed to know about how the woman felt about this and she wasn’t sure she disagreed. “So I’ll have Magnuson run you out to the ball-field and put you on our next chopper out.”

The agent stood and smoothed her pantsuit. Then she extended her hand. “You’ve been a bit of a wildcard, Oxham,” she said, “but you did good work here today. My report will reflect that.”

She wanted to say something snarky about endangering civilians in their game of cloak and dagger but she bit her tongue and shook the offered hand. “Thanks,” Charity managed to spit out.

When Hunter left, she stood and collected her things. She stepped into the hallway and saw both George and Molly in separate offices, nodding and talking to the suits and their digital recorders. She felt a compulsion to say goodbye to them, particularly to Molly, and it surprised her.

She’s the girl I might have been, Charity realized. If she hadn’t lost her father at fourteen. If she’d never gone to war and learned to kill. There was a strength she shared with Molly, but hers had bent in a different direction with life’s stresses and fractures. The girl’s strength was gentler, fueled by her idealism and confidence.

Tonight was her first event as director of the Wahkiakum Community Center and Charity knew that regardless of what else happened today, six o’clock would find Molly opening the doors and welcoming any who took her up on her invitation.

And Charity would head to Portland, collect her friend’s son and return him to D.C. She would wait out her administrative leave and consider Patriot’s offer if it came through. She would go back to work, regardless. She would do her part to heal the world in the only way she knew how.

The girl looked up as Charity watched her. She smiled and raised a hand in farewell. 

Charity returned the gesture. Then she stepped outside into a crisp autumn day and climbed into the backseat of a car that was waiting for her. 

•  •  •

The sun was down and the single streetlamp cast the church parking lot in a dirty light. George had spent the day talking with one agent after another, breaking only to wolf down the burger and fries that Hunter had delivered from Rosie’s.

After lunch, she’d taken him to Frost’s house where a dozen men and women pored over the property with white cartons, gathering evidence. He’d spent two hours there answering questions. 

And then they’d arrived at the church. Three hours. He rubbed his eyes and stifled a yawn. His shoulder throbbed and his head wasn’t far behind. He could feel the dull ache growing.

“You’re doing great, George. We’re almost finished. Do you remember anything else at all?”

He looked at the barracks and then back to Hunter. “There was a doctor,” he said, surprised he’d not remembered it sooner. 

“A doctor?”

George nodded. “Frost and Wilkes were talking about it on the phone. When we pulled in yesterday, he was going into the barracks with Wilkes. Dark skin, green jacket, black case.”

The look on her face told George that they weren’t almost done after all.

An hour later, George’s head pounded when she dropped him off on Main Street. Patriot had arranged a room for him at the Bradley House but he was hungry and didn’t want to be alone. He felt cored out, hollow with exhaustion.

He looked down the street at Rosie’s, saw its welcoming lights.

No, he thought. It would be busy and his head couldn’t stand more chaos. Across the street, the pharmacy lights were on as well.

Molly. It was Friday night. The casserole cook-off.

He walked across the street, driven by curiosity. He heard quiet music playing on the other side of the door and he paused. But there was no other sound. No conversation. No dinnerware clattering.

George pushed open the door and took in the room. The tables were arranged to easily seat thirty. In the corner, a radio played classic rock from the last century and at the far end of the room sat a table with a solitary casserole dish and serving spoon.

“George.”

He looked up and saw her framed in the door to the back room. She had a glass of iced tea in her hand and a towel over her shoulder. She was the only person here. “I guess I’m early,” George said.

She shook her head. “You’re two hours late, actually.”

He looked around again. “Everyone’s already gone?”

She smiled. “No one came,” she said. The smile widened. “But you’re here. Let’s eat.”

She sat him at one of the tables, brought out the pitcher of iced tea and another glass. Then she dished them both generous portions and they ate while Bono sang about not finding what he was looking for.

When they finished, they carried their plates into the kitchen to wash them. As George dried the plates, he looked over at her. “So what next?”

She shrugged. “I do the same thing next week. And the week after. And the week after.”

“And if no one comes?”

She smiled. “Someone will come. It’s only a matter of time and persistence.”

“And when they do?”

“I’ll teach them to be the answer to their own prayers,” she said. “I’ll help them create a sustainable community that works to connect what they already have rather than focusing on what they don’t have.” 

He looked at her and he could see that she believed it. Even he believed it if he was really honest with himself. It might not happen fast, but he did not see her giving up. Instead, he saw her winning hearts one at a time. He wasn’t sure at all how she would do it, but he knew that she was going to heal at least this part of the world.

“I think you’re right,” George finally said.

“About what?”

“About casserole healing the world.”

She grinned. “Wait here. I have something for you.”

She left, drying her hands, and came back with a package. It had been wrapped in newspaper and duct tape. “Don’t open it here,” she said. 

“What is it?” But he knew what it was, just as he knew he’d be up late tonight reading a new gospel that put humanity’s well-being squarely upon its own shoulders. 

“It’s just my casserole recipe,” she answered.

•  •  •

Charity pushed back into the airplane’s seat and stared out the window at the darkness. There had been delay after delay in Portland as she waited for Patriot to release Matthew into her care. It was past dark when they boarded the private jet Rodriguez had arranged.

She’d only talked to her friend briefly, long enough to tell her she had Matthew and was getting on the plane. She could hear the strain in Rodriguez’s voice and she heard others talking hurriedly in the background before the senator was rushed off the phone. 

Damage control underway, Charity thought. A U.S. Senator’s son arrested in a domestic terrorist plot couldn’t possibly help Rodriguez’ newfound political career. Of course, Charity hadn’t seen or heard anything all day about the incident in Cathlamet in Portland’s local news. She wondered how long Patriot and its foundation could keep things quiet?

They were alone in the cabin of the plane and she glanced over at Matthew. He wasn’t the boy she remembered years ago. He had an edge to him that his close-cropped hair and dark eyes accentuated. He sat quietly, reading his Bible. He’d spent most of his time with the book, moving from passage to passage, and she saw the pages covered in small, cramped notes with verses underlined or bright yellow from a highlighter. 

In their time together, she’d seen no evidence of remorse and had gotten no sense of regret. It perplexed her and she found herself not grasping why he would turn himself in.

But then again, the whole notion of her friend’s son becoming a terrorist perplexed her as well.

“Why?” She didn’t realize she’d asked the question aloud until he looked up.

“I don’t have to talk to you without my lawyer,” he said. His voice was cold.

She sighed. “I just don’t get it, Matthew. I don’t understand how you could’ve possibly thought this was the right way. And I don’t understand why you would turn yourself in after all of this.”

Their eyes met and she saw a fervency there that unsettled her. When he smiled, she shuddered. “’Fear none of those things which thou shalt suffer,’” he quoted, his eyes closing as he called up the words. “’Behold, the devil shall cast some of you into prison, that ye may be tried; and ye shall have tribulation ten days: be thou faithful unto death, and I will give thee a crown of life.’” He opened his eyes and fixed them upon hers. “I’ll pray for you,” he said, “that you’ll be given ears to hear what the Spirit is saying.”

She recognized the reference to the Revelation of St. John. “No thanks,” she said. She knew the answer to her own question; she just didn’t want to apply that knowledge to him. She wanted to remember the four-year-old, the eight-year-old, the twelve-year-old boy she’d met when visiting Sandra.

She’d read her father’s books enough times to understand. And the mindset was the same regardless of the specific articles of faith. She’d seen it reproduced in most religions. There were always small extremist, literal groups, usually led by someone charismatic and compelling.

She turned back to the window.

“You’re an atheist.” His sudden statement surprised her and she looked up.

“I guess I am,” she said. “I certainly don’t believe in your God.”

“When this is over,” he said, “you’ll bend your knee unto the Most High. Everyone will and when they do, America will be great again.”

When this is over. She opened her mouth to remind him that it was over, then closed it. There was a certainty to his voice and, beneath the cryptic words, an arrogance dressed up in servant’s clothing. And there was something cryptic in what he’d quoted; it unsettled her. Ye shall have tribulation ten days: be thou faithful unto death.

They settled into quiet again and she found herself picking at the information like fingers at a knot. She was still pondering when he leaned toward her. “I need to use the bathroom.”

She looked up, then fished the keys from her pocket. She unlocked the handcuff and escorted him to the back of the plane, checking the lavatory before she cuffed him to the handrail. “Call me when you’re done,” she said.

She moved back up the aisle to their seats and glanced down at his tattered Bible. Looking back over her shoulder in the direction of the small restroom, she gave in to curiosity and picked up the book.

The place marker was set to Exodus and a verse there was underlined. 

For I will at this time send all my plagues upon thine heart, and upon thy servants, and upon thy people; that thou mayest know that there is none like me in all the earth.

Scribbled next to it was a reference from Revelation and she flipped to the back of the book quickly, her eyes moving to the back of the plane. Once there, she found that verse underlined as well.

And I saw another sign in heaven, great and marvelous, seven angels having the seven last plagues; for in them is filled up the wrath of God.

And then, what she read next, written in his pinched and careful script, raised goosebumps on her arms. It was a one-line prayer written in the margins.

Lord, make me a worthy vessel for your wrath.

There were other references, too, and she spun quickly through them. More about God’s wrath. More plagues and disease from Heaven as punishment for the wicked.

“I’m finished,” he called out.

Charity moved back to the restroom, reached for her keys, then paused. She opened the door. “There’s more to all of this, isn’t there, Matthew?” There had to be more.

He said nothing but the look on his face was all she needed. Leaving him, she moved to the front of the plane and tapped on the cockpit door.  

A flight officer poked his head out. “Yes?”

“I need to make a call,” she said. 

“Against regs, ma’am.”

She looked back to the lavatory. “I need to make a call now.”

He shrugged and passed her a wireless headset. She slipped it on. She had the Patriot, Inc. controller patch her through and a few seconds later, she heard Abigail’s voice. “Hunter.”

“It’s Oxham. I think we have more going on here than we realized.”

There was a moment of quiet on the other end. When Hunter spoke, there was no surprise in her voice. “What do you have?”

“A cryptic-talking kid without remorse and a Bible full of markings about plague.” 

“Fuck.” She heard something in Hunter’s curse she’d not heard before. Fear. Then, another pause. “Okay. We have something new over here, too. I’m going to hope I’m wrong. I’ll call you back.”

She left Matthew in the lavatory. He was starting to shout now but Charity wasn’t listening. Instead, she waited by the cockpit door for twenty minutes until the headset chirped again.

Hunter’s voice was tense. “Okay,” she said. “We’re diverting you to Kansas City. I’m on my way now.”

“Does Senator Rodriguez know we’re—”

Hunter interrupted. “No,” she said. “Not yet. Not until we’re sure.”

Charity handed the headset back and then went to the lavatory.

Matthew looked up and stopped shouting when she uncuffed him and pointed to his seat. “What’s happening?” he asked.

“Change of plans,” Charity answered. “We’re going to Kansas City.”

When he moved, it was fast but not fast enough. Even as his fist came up, she knocked his feet from beneath him with a well-placed kick, grabbed his arm, and let his own body weight spin him around and onto the floor. She put a knee in his back and cuffed him.

Charity leaned down, her mouth near his ear. “I take it you’re not pleased with this development.”

Then, she hauled him to his feet and guided him back to his waiting seat.

He’s afraid of something. For the rest of the flight, he fidgeted in his seat. 

When they landed, figures in HAZMAT suits waited on the tarmac. Still, they sat locked in the aircraft for another two hours until two HAZMAT response trucks pulled up. Then, the hatch was opened. Three of the figures, one armed with a rifle, shuffled forward as they descended the stairs. Charity saw Hunter’s face in the visor, her eyes shadowed by dark circles of sleeplessness. Two men took Matthew by either arm and escorted him toward a waiting truck. He walked stiff-backed, his face pale.

“Do we know more?”

Hunter nodded toward the second truck. “Get in. I’ll brief you on the way.”

Charity climbed aboard and before she was seated, the vehicle was moving, building speed and running without lights or sirens. She felt a knot, cold and aching, in her stomach.

Hunter sat across from her. “Chances are very good that nothing’s happened yet, but we can’t be sure until we run some tests.”

Charity blinked. “Can’t be sure of what?”

“It was a fucking shell game,” she said. “It was never about the twenty. It was about Rodriguez.”

She felt the knot twisting into anger and she heard it leaking into her voice. “What the hell are you talking about?”

Hunter took a deep breath. “We’ve identified another involved party—a Middle Eastern concern with ties to the fossil fuel industry. Two weeks ago, a biomechanical virologist—Dr. Ibrahim bin Yosef—went off the grid in Sudan. Applebaum’s given us positive ID on the doctor in Wahkiakum County.”

“How’s that possible?” But even as she asked the question, Charity saw the obvious. By boat. It was a big ocean and a big river. Something small—a yacht, perhaps—could slip into U.S. waters easily enough. Especially with the accessibility of stealth technology for groups that had the funding.

Her mind spun the possibilities, the knot growing colder as she did. Biomechanical virology. Her mouth went dry as she thought about the scriptures she’d read. “And you think Matthew’s been exposed to something?”

Hunter nodded again, slowly. “We think he was voluntarily infected. We’ve got a working theory and we’ve advised the president to take us to threat level red.”

An imminent threat of terrorist attack.

The agent continued. “Bin Yosef’s thesis was on latent biomechanical viruses—nano-enhanced, manufactured diseases on timed release with a built-in expiration date. You can kill or incapacitate an enemy without creating a pandemic. Our own government looked into it years ago but with reductions in military research funding in favor of ecological recovery, the work was discontinued.”

Charity felt the wind go out of her. “Time-released viruses?”

“Yes. With a limited range and a high kill-rate.”

She didn’t need Hunter to paint the rest of the picture. Recruit the disillusioned son of a new senator, shoot him full of a nanobug on an alarm clock and send him home to Mommy. And, through her, to Congress. And to the president.

And to me. She’d spent most of the last twenty years being shot at, chased, tossed about from one threat to the other but this felt different and the reality of it staggered her. “How sure are you?” 

Hunter sighed. “Pretty sure. Once we reach the hospital, we’ll quarantine you both and start running tests. Ideally, we’ll catch bin Yosef in our net and learn more. Or get Frost talking.” She paused. “But again, if their goal was exposing Senator Rodriguez, then the virus is likely on a longer fuse.”

Charity sat back, words fleeing her. She couldn’t be in her line of work without putting some thought into her own mortality and what she felt settling over her wasn’t unlike the tingling awareness of every small sensation that showed up on each chopper ride into combat. She closed her eyes. She breathed. She waited.

When the HAZMAT truck came to a stop forty minutes later, Charity found herself in an underground parking garage segregated by walls of clear plastic. More HAZMAT-suited men and women waited with wheelchairs. She saw that Matthew was now shackled and cuffed, one eye puffy and bruised. They were wheeled through automatic doors, down white tiled hallways that were empty until they pushed her into a small room. 

A young man took three vials of blood and then Charity spent another hour waiting until Hunter appeared, smiling but sober-faced, without her protective gear. “You’re fine,” she said.

The relief she felt was tangible and for a moment -- just a moment -- she felt tears working at the corner of her eyes. She took a deep breath. “And Matthew?”

Hunter shook her head. “We’ll do what we can for him. There’s no real way for us to know when it will release. But at least we’ll be able to contain it.” 

“Have you called his mother?”

“No,” Hunter said. “We haven’t.”

There was awkward silence and Charity closed her eyes. When she spoke, her voice was matter-of-fact. “You want me to do it.”

“You don’t have to.”

But I do. Of course she did. And with that realization, images of Matthew grinning at her as a child flashed unbidden across her memory.

Charity pushed back the tears, hoping another deep breath would keep the sob that suddenly rose within her at bay for just a few minutes longer. “Okay,” she said. “Get me a secure line.”

When Hunter left, she wiped her eyes and wondered just what the right words would be for the call she had to make.

•  •  •

George Applebaum paused, looked up, and stepped away from the pulpit. He left the resignation letter he’d so carefully written and had planned to read folded into the black leather book he was also leaving behind. As he walked, he looked out over the congregation, his eyes moving over them.

Some he’d brought into this fold he’d played shepherd to for so many years. Some had arrived from other folds. He saw Heather Thompson, sitting beside her husband Henry, and remembered the day he’d baptized them, pushing them under the water as a metaphor of death, raising them up in a resurrection he’d leaned toward his entire life.

And yet he’d found a real resurrection in the oddest of places, spurred by a betrayal by someone he’d once called a brother. The taste of fear in his mouth as Frost fired on him. The slow motion of the truck bearing down on Frost’s thugs and the building scream of the man he’d pinned with the fender. The cold sweat from his hands making the stock of the shotgun slippery. The calculated precision of Charity Oxham moving like an unstoppable machine of war.

They’d driven him home on Saturday morning, and that night he’d sat down with his board after scheduling a guest speaker for the next eight Sundays. 

He continued looking around, picking them out now in their pews, their faces still grief-struck from last night’s brief meeting.

Andrew Simmons actually had tears on his face. He’d had them the night before, too, when George had broken the news. And there had been pleading in his voice when he looked up from the letter Applebaum had passed around. “I don’t understand,” he said with shaking hands, “how a man like you could lose his faith, Brother George.”

His own words surprised him in their clarity. “I haven’t lost anything, Andrew,” he said. “I’ve laid it aside. I’ve … changed my mind.”

They didn’t understand. And they won’t unless they walk my road, he realized. But as far as he was concerned, they didn’t have to. He’d spent his life shepherding everyone else. It was time to shepherd himself.

“I have an announcement to make,” he said as he came down the two steps that had kept him above them, hidden behind his pulpit, for so many years. “We’ve been together a long time, but I’ve recently realized that I need something different.”

He still wasn’t sure what that was but he had some idea. This week, he’d pack his things and start getting the parsonage ready for whoever they brought in after him. He’d sit down and give thought to what kind of résumé a man who’d spent his lifetime preaching might be able to construct and figure out just how long he could float on his savings. And though there was much in his life that George felt uncertain about, he did know what he would be doing Friday night. He’d already pulled a recipe from the Internet and dug the casserole dish from the back of his cupboard.

He looked out over the people and took a breath for the words that were to follow. But before he spoke them, George Applebaum smiled upon them and for the first time in a long while, there was nothing false or forced about it. 

•  •  •

The nearly deserted facility was wrapped in a tomb-like silence, especially at night, and Charity found herself unable to sleep despite the exhaustion that rode her. After hours of tossing and turning, she got up, turned on the overhead lamp and raised her bed. She picked up the book Molly had given her and read a bit more about Tygre before she finally gave up and dressed herself in the clothes someone had picked up for her from a local department store.  

At this point, they played the waiting game. When Matthew Rodriguez’s fever-wracked body finally gave out, she’d return to Washington with his mother. She and Sandra had sat silently over coffee together a few times over the last two days but little had been said. Charity had no words for the loss the woman faced.

She pushed her feet into the slippers and left the room, shuffling down the hall. She nodded at the suited woman who stood near her door and the woman returned the nod, speaking quietly into her throat mic.

It would be another hour before the canteen opened so Charity headed to the ICU first. She felt compelled to look in on Sandra again though she knew what she’d find. A broken mother, sitting in her HAZMAT suit by her son’s deathbed, holding his hand while Matthew Rodriguez reaped what he’d sown.

When she reached the waiting room, she paused. Over the last two days, the room had been empty, but now an old man sat there, reading a book.

His hair was white, his age-worn features and dark skin offset by the high-end suit he wore. He looked up when she walked in and smiled at her. When he shifted, she saw the book he read and paused.

Serpents and Doves. By Jeremy Oxham. It was the last book her father had written, hastily edited and rushed to print six months after his murder by a publisher eager to cash in on the publicity of his tragic death. 

The old man stood and though he had to be at least in his eighties, he was a formidable figure. “Ms. Oxham?”

She blinked. “Yes?”

He moved toward her, legs carrying him with a quiet confidence that she recognized even through a slight limp. “I’m so glad to finally meet you.”

He extended a hand and when she shook it, the grip was cool and firm. “You have me at a disadvantage,” she said.

“I do,” he said. Then, he held up the book. “I’m a great admirer of your father’s work. We actually corresponded before he was …” The man let the words trail off, his dark eyes softening. 

She looked at the book again. She wasn’t sure what to say.

His own gentle voice filled in the silence. “I’m certain that current events make this a difficult time for our introduction but I wanted to meet you and thank you for your part in our work.”

Our work. Surely, he was too old to be on Patriot’s payroll. Her eyebrows furrowed. “And you are?”

“Someone who’d like to talk to you about a job,” he said. He followed her eyes to the book he held. “Behold,” he said, “I send you forth as sheep in the midst of wolves. Be ye therefore as wise as serpents and harmless as doves.’” He paused. “That duality has always fascinated me, even as it fascinated your father. So much so, that I expanded upon the idea in my own book. Though I’m more interested in sending forth wolves in the midst of sheep.”

She blinked as the realization of who he was settled in. “You’re Bashar,” she said.

He nodded once. “I am. And I have work for you if you’re interested.” He reached into his pocket and withdrew a simple white card. She took it and studied it.

There were no words on it—only numbers—and she quickly recognized them as coordinates. “For the next four Fridays,” he said, “I’ll wait at this location at sunrise and sunset. There’s a stone marker there that should be relatively easy to find.”

“And if I come?”

He smiled. “I’ll show you something amazing. I’ll show you what happens when the serpents and the doves work together using their very different methods to bring about a shared outcome.”

“Healing the world?” she asked.

“Maybe,” he said. “Or at least some small part of it.”

Their eyes met and she saw a fierceness there that countered the gentleness she’d seen in Molly. This man’s tools weren’t casseroles and community gatherings. His hands were made for silenced pistols and surgical strikes.

Like me. And right or wrong, she apprehended it and to some point even agreed with it. Doves to offer peace and serpents to protect it. “I’ll think about it,” she said.

He nodded again. “It’s all I can ask. But I’ll be there waiting. And I think you know how to pack for this.”

She did. A backpack with whatever of her former life she might want to keep and a canteen of fresh water. Sturdy boots and a book she was only now beginning to comprehend.

He extended his hand again and she shook it once more. Then, he turned and left the room. Her eyes followed him as he went and she saw in his stride not just the confidence of a soldier but the care of a hunter on the move.

Charity Oxham looked down at the card again and already knew that she would have to go. Too many ghosts were whispering, her father’s loudest of all, that now was the time for change. 

Real change. Intentional change.

She’d join the Foundation in its work of guiding that change with both an open hand and a ready fist. She would walk the quiet of the Cascade forests until she reached that simple marker and then Charity Oxham, swaddled in this unexpected newness of life, would let Tygre’s grave become her cradle.


Rock of Ages

i: Years of life bearing down on him like a slow rain of anvils

Reports of Bashar’s death were greatly exaggerated. Reports of his death had always been greatly exaggerated. Even here in the oh-so-elegant precincts of the J. Appleseed Foundation, his bastard corporate stepchild that had broken free decades ago to make its own way in the world.

Daddy was coming home one more time after decades of absence. And he had hard questions. It took a special kind of hate to think up something like the island plagues. That his own creation might be behind the greatest incipient atrocity in human history was too much to bear. He wanted answers.

This outer office was a first stop. Surrounded by antique paintings and an ancient carpet, it signaled wealth in the symbolic language of a bygone age.

“I’ve been working with J. Appleseed since before you were born,” Bashar said to the pert young man who stared at him in thin-lipped exasperation. Pale skinned, smelling of cologne and laundry detergent, the little bastard had damned near had himself starched, he was so white.

Bashar hadn’t set foot in these offices in over a decade, but he wasn’t going to let himself be stopped now. Just being here was risky as hell. Not being here was worse, given what he’d learned. “I’ve been working with you people since before Administrator Lang was born, for that matter. If I want to see the administrator, I’ll see the damned administrator.”

He leaned forward, knuckles planted on the milled Douglas fir of the assistant’s desk. Some artisan had collaged the slab with shredded bits of classic currency, so that Ben Franklin and Queen Elizabeth II stared owlishly out of ripped interruptions in the wood grain from beneath a thick layer of hand-applied lacquer. It smelled of age and wood and musty paper, those olfactory cues doubtless as carefully designed as the visual.

Bashar’s hands were as old as the rest of him, pushing toward his thirteenth decade of life. And if that wasn’t a miracle in and of itself, almost enough to make a theist out of him, he didn’t know what was. But at close to one hundred and twenty years of age, he simply wasn’t as scary as he used to be.

This young twit didn’t have the sense to be frightened anyway.

“You’re not on the cleared list, sir,” the assistant said, the first edge of nerves creeping into his voice. He glanced at a projected virteo datacloud, which was nothing more than a faint shimmer from Bashar’s perspective.

“Little boy, I wrote the damned cleared list. Back in the day. If I’m not on it now, someone will be breathing through their asshole by nightfall.”

By the sound of it, several burly men and women were clattering through the door of Administrator Lang’s outer office. Bashar turned, the twit’s very old fashioned and deliberately archaic papermail letter opener now in his hand. It didn’t even rise to the cutting standards of a dull-edged prison shiv, but would do for his current purposes.

He seized the initiative. “May I help you?”

“Ah, sir …” The head of the security detail obviously knew perfectly well who Bashar was. And how dangerous he could be. She and her three goons stood on the worn Persian rug over the antique warehouse flooring, shifting their weight as uneasily as elementary school pranksters caught with a databomb and a can of smartpaint. “Um. Is there a problem?”

“You’re flubbing your lines, sister.” He smiled, over a century’s hard practice at looking and being sinister in the lines of his face. “Reddy Kilowatt here at the desk is having trouble telling friend from foe. I suggest you take him downstairs for some re-education.” Tapping the lettermail opener against the palm of his left hand, Bashar added, “He’ll like your beatdown a hell of a lot better than he’ll like my beatdown.”

He trusted this security squad to know the difference between promises and threats.

“Um, sir …” The woman glanced around before she realized that her three subordinates were all trying to hide behind her. “That’s not what my orders say.”

Bashar stopped tapping the world’s dullest knife. “What orders?”

“The ones we have now, sir.” A message strained urgently in the detail leader’s eyes.

He knew that message. And there was no point in shooting the messenger. Besides which, at his age, he was out of practice taking on armed and armored squaddies at four-to-one odds.

Never one to fight beyond his point of no return, Bashar knew it was time to give up on his questions. For now at least, J. Appleseed’s connection to some of the worst epidemiological die-offs of the past few decades would have to remain a bitter mystery.

He fucking hated mysteries, at least ones he wasn’t behind himself.

Turning around, Bashar carefully set the lettermail opener back down on the assistant’s desk. He smiled again, ignoring the reek of sweat. Exasperation had fled the twit’s face to be replaced by the healthy panic of self-preservation. “My apologies, son. I didn’t get the memo about which way the wind was blowing.” He gave the assistant a sharp nod. “Let me know if you need the name of a good dry cleaner.”

The security squad escorted him out of the office, keeping a polite distance every step of the way. Bashar was certain this was against their shiny new orders, which almost certainly included words such as “detention” and “with prejudice.” Years of respect and a fearsome reputation as a stone killer had its advantages. He’d take his courtesies where he found them. Thanks to the squaddies, he passed through two human-staffed checkpoints and three automated ones without further challenge.

Bashar didn’t start breathing easily again until he was outside under an overcast Seattle sky all by himself. As easily as he ever breathed these days. His skin warmed quickly even with the cloud cover—the UV filter tattoos that covered most of his body were doing their work, converting waste energy to radiant heat, much of which was trapped by the thermal battery fibers in his clothing. Who needed an ozone layer when you had tattoo guns and micron-scale engineering embedded in your transparent ink?

Sometimes the future still boggled him.

Headed down the Fourth Avenue waterfront promenade accompanied by the usual reek of low tide and—even now in this oil-starved age—marine bunker fuel, Bashar entered walking meditation. He needed to dial down the adrenaline the confrontation had dumped into his bloodstream. Lose the shakes, he told himself. Otherwise you’ll stand out to the cameras and the profilers. Though one advantage to being old was a lot less attention paid to him by the more casual idiots who populated the world’s security apparatus.

After all these years, Bashar didn’t look a day over seventy-five. William Silas Crown, dead longer ago than he liked to think about, had had a lot to do with that. In a day and age when average life expectancy struggled to top five decades, he knew he was unusually blessed with some experimental and now long lost medical nanotech tending to his telomeres and stem cells and whatnot. Unusually blessed all the more so given his lifelong choice of occupations and obsessions.

Interest in the island plagues wasn’t likely good for his health, either.

The New Seawall groaned to his left, holding back tides several meters above Bashar’s head. A few ships loomed there, mostly gyre-runners towed in from the California Current to offload and onload along their endless, circling journeys. Powered on the open ocean by kite sails and current-generated electricity, they certainly weren’t the source of the ubiquitous hydrocarbon reek.

He slipped a throwaway earbud from his sleeve stash. Single-use frequency hoppers, they were helpful for calls Bashar didn’t want traced back to his personal sensorium electronica. What the kids today called iSys. If no one was looking for him, they were rated for ten minutes of secured talktime. At this point, so close to the now-presumed unfriendlies at J. Appleseed’s Madison Street headquarters, he figured on two minutes of secured talk.

Bashar turked into the earbud’s nanopower network—range, about three hundred centimeters, if you didn’t stand near anything that shed EM trash. He tapped up Charity’s comms address.

“Hey there,” she said warmly. One of the few women Bashar had ever met who was as tough as he was. Few people of any flavor, in truth; not just cisgendered women. It wasn’t a male-female issue, either. She’d been less than half his age when they had first encountered one another. Now, well … time was the great leveler.

And despite his best efforts, he’d never been able to hook his wife up with any of Crown’s diamond-grade medtech. The sole-source supply and supplier were both gone in a hard Green bombing decades ago. It wasn’t as simple as transfusing from him to her, or he would have done that years past. Pushing seventy, Charity Oxham looked and felt a hell of a lot older than Bashar did at well past a century.

“Babe.” He smiled despite himself. “I’m on a code McQueen here.” She’d know that meant his clock was short. “Just got frozen out by the pips.” The data was explosive—his darwin file, the island plagues, a hint of any of it could have set J. Appleseed off. “They nearly went hard on me.” That they hadn’t gone all the way hard still amazed him. “Light up your perimeter and firm your assets.”

After a moment, she said, “One and done.”

“And, ah … check up on Sooboo, too?” It wasn’t like J. Appleseed didn’t know whose daughter worked in their analysis section. He just hoped whatever security stain he’d spilled on himself wasn’t going to follow family lines. After all, she and the rest of the foundation thought him ten years dead.

“Samira’s fine.” Reproof now, old family arguments that transcended security and politics and a century of being one of the hardest of hard men. “You’ll need to talk to her again someday, Bashar.”

“Safer this way. Don’t tell her …” He wasted precious seconds searching for words he didn’t have. “Never mind. Here’s what’s going down: check out your data mirror, my file code ‘darwin.’”

“You coming in from the cold?” she asked, almost matter-of-factly.

“Why start now?” After a moment, he added, “Love you.”

“Love you, too.”

Missing Charity a lot, Bashar dropped the earbud and smashed it with his heel without a break in his stride. The pressure stimulated the thermal fibers embedded in the bud’s soft electronic matrices. A smoking dot of ash in the gravel of the sidewalk was all that remained a moment later.

He began to walk uphill, away from the ocean, his back to the J. Appleseed Foundation and much of his life’s work.

•  •  •

From greenwiki:

Island Plague. Refers to the population-specific epidemics and pandemics which began emerging in the 2070s. The first documented instances were in Tonga, the Grand Caymans and Iceland, hence the name. Outbreaks of island plague targeted specific genetic groups, typically the demographically dominant one in each locus. Some researchers consider the St. Louis Flu which ravaged the North American Midwest and prairie polities in 2092 to be an example of island plague, given that it targeted persons of eastern European ancestry almost exclusively.

The major open question about island plague is whether the disease is artificially engineered or not. Detailed microbiological research has been spotty at best, with suppression of such results as may exist for both political and competitive reasons. The involved virii are certainly of a single, common class, but are also quite fragile outside their hosts. This of course begs the question of what the viral reservoir within the ecosystem might be, and how the virus continues to be reintroduced to geographically and genetically diverse human populations after extended gaps of time. That issue alone has persuaded many commentators as to the artificial origins of the island plague.

The primary countervailing argument has been that the island plague appears to serve no coherent political, economic or ideological agenda, and is therefore more likely to be a natural event.

•  •  •

Bashar had never been much for biological warfare. He preferred to ladle out his violence the old fashioned way, making his points one wound at a time. Focused application of force could, like Archimedes’ lever, move the world.

Population kill was inefficient. If he’d spent his life doing anything, it was promoting efficiency. Looked at from the perspective of physics, that’s what the Green movement was all about. Hard Greens and soft Greens alike could agree on that, whatever their other schisms. The late, lamented Cascadiopolis and her daughter cities ran on energy budgets that wouldn’t have powered a Sunday morning church service in the days of Bashar’s youth.

Tygre Tygre had been something … else. An experiment on the part of someone, never proven who. Tygre Tygre could have changed Cascadiopolis and everyone in it if Lightbull hadn’t bombed them with a kinetic strike from orbit.

And what had those secret bastards ever wanted? Destructive change? Creative preservation?

The late twen-cen model of infrastructure preservation during wholesale warfare as exemplified in the neutron bomb was even sillier, to his perspective. Rewilding through macroscale infrastructure destruction wasn’t particularly elegant, but it was effective. That had certainly been proven in the Middle East and South Asia over the course of the last century. Low-yield nuclear exchanges took on the climate-modifying role of megavolcanoes.

There had been some cold years after that, and the climate models were borked beyond all recognition, but planetary stasis had managed to reassert itself.

Now, the darwin file bothered him. In its way, that was as destructive as Tygre Tygre, Lightbull, or the tactical ambitions of 1980s American generals.

It was time to put some physical distance between himself and J. Appleseed. Someone, somewhere had been stirred up against Bashar. Despite his best efforts, he’d left footprints in the plundered data from which the darwin file had been built. Sometimes the best security lay in simply not being where they were looking for you, after all. And Seattle was J. Appleseed’s home turf. Their ground zero.

So he walked away. Hard to track a man who didn’t take the train, or hop an airship, or even ride a bicycle with registry transponders that left breadcrumbs in the iSys of every passing tourist. Walking took time, time that let the hunt find its own way elsewhere, and perhaps best of all, carried Bashar toward an old friend who could be a lot of quiet help.

So he’d strolled out of Seattle, spent a couple of days walking down the I-5 corridor and out past Seatac along the rewilded right of way. Not much there but fresh air and the sharp scent of evergreens. Bashar was just another old man sharing the trails and the winding little road that was the last concession to vehicular traffic other than the buried rail line. Bikers, walkers, seggers—his fellow travelers were a busy cross-section of Pacific Northwest types. Even a band of solar stilters, who didn’t normally approach the urban cores much at all.

But even his own countermeasures left traces. A man who wasn’t present could sometimes be as visible as a fire on a nighttime cliff. Rolling surveillance blackouts drew attention and inferences as surely as a fart in a staff meeting.

So mostly he was just an old man who ambled along with the simplest of security blockers to defeat the widespread surveillance present even out here in the wilderness. Smart dust was everywhere, after all.

Gait recognition could be countered with training and a walking stick. The right hat broke up his profile. A slump changed his height. The ultimate in high tech surveillance was vulnerable to security spoofing so old that Niccolò Machiavelli would have recognized the techniques. He couldn’t do much about DNA sniffers, but those didn’t work too well away from climate-controlled interiors.

As he walked, he considered the truism that everything evolves. In a sense, this was the first law of Green. Yet the island plagues had not evolved. He was increasingly certain of that.

At his age, meatspace memory wasn’t what it once had been, but Bashar still didn’t have a problem keeping in his head the salient summaries of all his work creating the darwin file. The viral reservoir problem was the central issue with the island plagues. It didn’t make evolutionary sense.

Where did they come from, and where did they go?

His wife had dealt with that problem once before, back around the time they’d first met. Some whackjob Christian terrorists had targeted the United States government with a high-kill virus, using a politician’s son as the vector.

In the end, thanks to some extremely quick thinking on the part of Charity, patient zero had also been the last patient. Edgewater had caught up to Ibrahim bin Yosef, the Yemeni virologist behind the microbiological engineering of the virus. He’d disappeared down a security hole so deep even the shadows around it were classified “kill before reading.”

Was there a connection between bin Yosef’s virus and the island plagues?

Bashar was finally ready talk to someone. Charity again, or any of a handful of AIs he knew. He needed data and he needed headroom to think. And his destination was close.

A grove loomed ahead. Shadows-In-Line-With-the-Moon was the human name for the trees’ natural entity—their collective corporate and legal identity anthropomorphized. Warm weather opportunists like so many species, the Torrey pines had been creeping northward since the early twenty-first century, following the shifting climate and the changes in growth bands. He knew this grove, had slept under its protection a few times. There was trust between himself and these trees, insofar as that concept could apply in this situation.

He could find secure bandwidth there, and take the temperature of events back in Seattle.

Bashar slipped off the trail and moved deeper among the pines along a narrow cobblestone path. The trees were straighter here than in their native California, protected from the winds by Seatac’s Valley Ridge just to their west. Their needles carpeted the ground, interspersed with an engineered hardy, low-moisture moss that a lot of the trees in this region contracted to have laid down. It reduced the feral competition for sunlight and soil resources by keeping the ground cover tight and hampering seedlings of whatever species,including their own, but plants in general seemed to take a different view of their progeny than animals did.

The result was a forest far cleaner than the wild ever produced, one that smelled of pinesap and old needles. Data ghosts flickered as well from a handful of virteo projectors, and at least one text stream so old school it would have been archaic in the days of Bashar’s youth.

He sat down on an artfully careless piece of basalt. Many of the groves and forests had adapted to a philosophy that translated to humans as resembling Zen Buddhism. For all he knew, the rock symbolized universal transubstantiation.

Right now, it symbolized a place to put his tired butt.

“Hello,” he said calmly. “Thank you for the grant of shelter to me.”

They didn’t talk much, the trees, but it almost always paid to be polite.

Bashar flexed the muscles of his face in a specific order. An embedded ultra-low power data transceiver powered by a combination of his body heat and piezoelectric charging as his muscles moved began to hunt for friendly turked signals within the same three hundred-centimeter radius as his implanted microearbuds. All his gear was battery-free, so as not to show up on most sensors. This was the electronic equivalent of know-your-neighbor security, without the disposable convenience of his single-use phones.

Shadows-In-Line-With-the-Moon accepted the connection. His optics flared briefly, then cycled through a disorienting sequence of images of daylight, darkness and fuzzy logic models of organic molecules. Esters, he thought, but chemistry wasn’t exactly Bashar’s long suit. At least, not chemistry that didn’t involve explosives, propellants or fuels.

That was a tree’s way of saying hello. Or more to the point, several hundred trees’ way of saying hello.

His communication wizard requested a cloaked ping out to a persistent data pipe. The rewilded I-5 corridor had a strong quantum fiber backbone running underneath the one-lane walkway, with shunts and repeaters every few hundred meters or so. That was how both the tourists and the permanent residents talked to the wider world around them. Infrastructure was pervasive, even deep in the wilderness.

Price. There would always be a price.

An electric green text stream floated into his sensorium via his optic nerves, complete with a blinking block cursor. The trees were being very retro. A package walks south, their message read.

Now? But the natural entities were known to be indirect in many of their dealings. He’d wanted to talk, this was a conversation. They had something to tell him.

So Bashar went along with it. “Fair enough.” He could carry it himself or turk it, depending on how far south the package needed to walk. Turking was effective but slow, sort of the land-based equivalent of the gyre-runners that cruised the oceanic currents. Hand to hand, person to person, the package might move a few hundred meters one day and dozens of kilometers the next. Or it might sit by the side of the trail in a cache for weeks. It would get there, through the peer-to-peer osmosis that was turking.

Furthermore, today, in this place, there was probably a good reason for him to take this assignment. “Destination?”

California Suisun Bay.

Whoops. That was over seven hundred miles as the feet wandered. Not at all what he had in mind.

It was a weird destination in any case. Bashar was pretty sure Suisun Bay was long gone. Just a shallow water feature of Greater San Pablo Bay in these degenerate days, but he wasn’t going to argue with Shadows-In-Line-With-the-Moon. Besides, the package would presumably be tagged with an address that would make sense to the locals once it got there.

“You want me to see something south of here?” Bashar asked.

See what is before you. The grove flashed images of a forest fire, of people fleeing a city.

It was worried about something. Very worried.

“I don’t expect to go to California personally, but I’ll get it there.”

Nobody turked in a hurry. But people usually turked for a reason. And Shadows-In-Line-With-the-Moon wanted him headed south.

Your proposal is acceptable.

With those words, he found his own data tendrils insinuating into the I-5 corridor carrier signal. In accepting the package, he’d paid the grove’s price for anonymous access into the datastream. Insofar as Bashar could tell from the inside, he was embedded in a feed of archive weather-and-climate data. That was good enough for him.

He pinged his wife. Voice wouldn’t cut it here, too much traceable bandwidth required, but he needed to talk to her again about darwin and what was happening to him now. That Shadows-In-Line-With-the-Moon would hear everything seemed a fairly low-risk trade, given the degree of anonymity the grove was granting him.

Trees were good secret keepers. For the most part, they simply didn’t care at all.

Charity’s ack came back as scrolling text wrapped in Shadows-In-Line-With-the-Moon’s crazy retro interface.

cox:: ¿¿¿bashar???

The world’s oldest security operative smiled.

•  •  •

From greenwiki:

Lightbull. Alleged cover identity of a long-term conspiracy to achieve world domination, much in the tradition of the Illuminati or the Bilderberg Group. This strain of theorizing is notable mostly for its intermingling with soft and hard Green history, including a putative role in the unsolved bombing of Cascadiopolis.

Even the best evidence for Lightbull is indirect, having been described as “a string of words.” Tauroctony. Mexico City. Tygre Tygre. A dead satellite and a pair of orbital kinetic bombings. Devotees of the theory have drawn a crooked line back through Enlightenment conspiracies and the Eastern Roman Empire and Mithraic mysteries back to Minoan Crete. For those who believe, much of history comes down to who was on the wrong side of the Battle of Salamis, and who survived the eruption of Thera. The underlying questions of what any secret society of such age would want to accomplish in the modern world is not usually answered. Like almost all conspiracy theories, Lightbull is a heady compound of wishful thinking, paranoia and outright fantasy.

•  •  •

ii: Some people would rather that you die for their beliefs than that they re-examine those beliefs

Charity Oxham hated her nasal oxygen concentrator. Her every breath reeked of a curious combination of slightly musty plastic and that strange, fresh smell of O2.

Bashar had commented once—just once—that she lived now the way William Silas Crown had died. “In a small room wallpapered by medicine,” were his exact words. Colorful as her partner of almost four decades always was. She smiled in fond memory of the old bastard.

And old didn’t even begin to cut it, when talking about Bashar.

She’d long ago passed through jealousy at his extended good health and lack of senescence. Even now, barely seventy herself, Charity had seen most of her friends and family long dead. Except for Samira and Bashar, she had almost no one left. And Bashar had been legally dead for the third time this past decade. That he called her up periodically, and interfaced data with her quite regularly, was no substitute for his warm-bodied company.

At least someone was still out doing good in the world.

Her current project, likely her last, was to make additional effort to run down the old Lightbull leads. That was a set of threads Bashar had picked up back around the time the two of them had first met. He’d been following them ever since, as time and new evidence permitted.

Charity finally realized the increased medical bleating was a reminder to breathe. She sucked down another noseful of oxygen and its olfactory discontents. The stuff very nearly made her high. Which was either a blessing or a sin, she couldn’t be sure which.

Malik, the human nurse on this shift, cracked open the sealed door to her room and stuck his head in. “You can’t be doing that, lady.” His teeth shoaled within his quick, mobile smile, bright in the dark skin of his face. His accent was warm and liquid and curious, some mysterious regionalism that had arisen since she was young. “Woman needs air to live.”

“Woman needs peace and quiet to live, too,” Charity grumped, but she didn’t mean it. And she knew that Malik knew that as well. “Any papermail?”

“Nothing hard copy since those chocolates turked in last week from your daughter.”

Samira barely talked to Charity any more. A grown woman, that was her own business, but it saddened her mother’s heart. The girl had been born angry and she’d probably die angry. Admittedly, the relationship between herself and Bashar hadn’t exactly been a comfort to their daughter in her youth. Still, Samira had only been scrambled on one black ops raid that Charity could remember now.

Arranging for baby sitters had been a stone bitch.

“You enjoy ‘em, Malik?” Charity had been strictly off sweets for years thanks to her long-surrendered pancreas, something Samira knew perfectly well.

He mocked a pout. “Niranjana ate half the box, then left the rest in the staff room.”

Charity snickered. She’d known some first sergeants like that, back in the day. Way back in the day. “She’s the charge nurse, I guess she can do what she wants.”

“Some secrets tell themselves.” Malik winked. “Some never get told at all. Don’t forget to breathe.”

“Breath is life.” Charity wondered who she was quoting.

•  •  •

Bashar’s darwin file made a nice contrast to tweaking the long-dead threads of Lightbull. Why her husband concerned himself with viral reservoirs of fatal plagues was the kind of question Charity had given up asking decades ago. Bashar was interested in everything, and had never been much for offering any of his own secrets in return. Not even to her. She was convinced that he’d lived so long as much out of sheer bloody-mindedness and preternaturally good security as out of whatever medtech Crown’s legacy had left him with.

Despite Malik’s parting words, that meant more secrets kept. A lot of them. And a lot of those for reasons even Bashar might not be certain of anymore.

Her right hand shook, tremula again, so that the microthin data tablet wavered in her grip like waves on the ocean. Being old was frustrating. Most of what she wanted to do she couldn’t, and the rest took three or four times longer than it had any right to. Charity gulped down another noseful of oxygen before the monitors went off once more. Malik was a good kid, but he had an entire ward to watch, not just her.

Everything hurt, not much worked right, and the smell.… Gah. She was living in the future. Surely they could get better disinfectants.

Her husband’s notes within the darwin file were as cryptic as ever. The attachments and outside references were more verbose in painting a picture of the island plagues. The phenomenon itself wasn’t hard to understand. The mystery was all, and always, in the causation.

Bashar was clearly convinced of human agency. Just as clearly, he was angrily baffled as to motive.

She had to laugh out loud at that. Sometimes Bashar was so simple. “A century and a half since the Trinity atomic bomb test, and you have to wonder why someone would come up with a new way to kill?” she asked the empty room.

The machines around her bore Charity no answer. Silent witnesses to her decline, they offered scarce comforts at the best of times.

The genomic targeting was admittedly an angle a little more troublesome than the usual run of biowar horrors. Planetary population was down to a bit over a third of the early twenty-first century peak of almost eight billion. That had been accomplished wholesale, though, through the time honored means of famine and economic collapse. Not ethnic extermination.

No one could have a political or religious grudge that extended to both Tongans and Icelanders at the same time. Those had been testbed populations. Bashar didn’t think otherwise, to judge from his notes. And the vectoring made no sense. How would a virus naturally migrate from the south Pacific to the north Atlantic, years apart, leaving no intermediate traces along the way? What was the vector? Epidemiology just didn’t work like that.

This was rather like pulling the strings on Lightbull. Thinly scattered evidence displayed just enough pattern to invite the paranoid pareidolia to which the human mind was so readily suspect.

The outbreaks must have been test efforts, with increasingly large and uncontrolled populations as the project went on. That culminated in the misnamed St. Louis flu that could have wiped out half of two continents if it hadn’t been contained.

What if that had been the goal?

Some secrets keep themselves, after all.

She had to ask herself: who stood to benefit from that sort of death toll?

Hard Greens, of course. The edge of the Green movement, on the far side of J. Appleseed and its ideological kin. Zero-population rewilding of the terrestrial biosphere wasn’t exactly a new concept. But up to now, they hadn’t run so close to the edge as to engage in genocide.

Or had they?

The darwin file was frustratingly similar to the Lightbull problem. There was far more physical evidence for the island plagues than there ever had or would be for Lightbull, but that didn’t lead her any closer to the truth. Just more threads that broke off and unraveled as soon as you got near them.

It wasn’t just the sheer secrecy involved. The world was made of secrets. She and Bashar still kept more than a few of them. The problem here was the lack of agency. Causation. Motivation.

Who benefited?

The hard Greens hadn’t bombed Cascadiopolis all those years ago. Tygre Tygre had died, Bashar had nearly been killed. The green city movement had been shattered, only to be reborn in a hundred other places as Cascadiopolis’ shards had spread across western North America.

Or had the hard Greens meant that all along?

Charity felt a cold sinking in her chest. These days, the Cascadian daughter-cities ran from the Brooks Range in Alaska to Mexico’s Sierra Madre Occidental. They were the ultimate in soft Green power. Low-impact living in close integration with the hyperlocal climate, ecosystem and resource base. In a sense, the opposite of zero-population rewilding.

Close cousins to the hard Greens in some ways. In others, when looked at from the hard Green perspective, the daughter-cities were traitors of the sort only someone so close could be.

And now Shadows-In-Line-With-the-Moon was pushing Bashar south, farther away from the J. Appleseed manhunt and towards something. Another piece of the puzzle, and if the natural entities were getting involved, a whole different player. What did Lightbull and the hard Green movement look like to them, she wondered?

The answer came as if from an outside voice: “One and the same.” People plotting for power over one another, but also over the biosphere. Which affected the natural entities profoundly. On a life-and-death basis.

What if the forests and their kin were right? What if Lightbull and the hard Green movement were one and the same, or at least overlapping …

Horror dawned on her like nuclear fire in the night.

“How many years have we been played?” Charity asked her machines. She already knew part of the answer to her own question: All her life at the very least. Lightbull almost certainly stretched back before she was born. Years before. Decades. If only some of what Bashar believed was true, centuries, or perhaps millennia.

Even the trees understood this.

Her mind raced. The problem was figuring out what the hard Greens behind the island plagues meant to accomplish. Charity just couldn’t credit them with being literally suicidal. Not in their own lifetimes. And even the most radical of activists often as not had children, and thus slowly acquired a different view of the future through the lens of their genetic propagation.

Bashar, for example.

She dropped him a ‘call me’ ping, then spent some time correlation mapping different configurations of the available evidence and her speculations.

•  •  •

“Hello.”

It was Bashar. His voice was deep and mellow with age, and still made her shiver all the way down into her loins. Besides which, Charity had never in her life heard the man say “hi.”

“You’ve got bandwidth this time,” she observed. “You don’t sound like Elmer Fudd piped through a noise filter.”

“Hah. Let’s just say I’ve been tree hugging, and leave it at that.”

“Hippie.”

“Pig.”

“Love you, too,” she said. “Besides, I was a soldier, not a cop.”

“Fascist pig, then.” The fondness in his voice nearly brought her to tears.

“Okay, I’ll own that.” She wondered if he would ever come in from the cold and see her again. It wasn’t like she could get out much stuck here in Chelan Heights, a Federal retirement home and high security medical facility tucked in the Cascades more or less due east of Seattle. 

“Miss you.”

He laughed. “Get a scope. It’ll improve your aim.”

“Chauvinist.” She stopped, reined herself in. They didn’t have time. Ten minutes, tops, for a secured line, and she’d burned the better part of the first minute on their version of ‘I love you.’ “I’ve been sailing your Beagle.”

He caught the toss. Obvious enough as a reference to darwin. “Find any interesting finches?”

“Oh, yes.” Charity checked her security filters, dialed up the encoding. The line squealed a moment before the audible tone that indicated deeper encryption. Both their voices would flatten now, picking up latency ghosts and losing the nuance of emotion. “I’ve been thinking. Are we pulling on opposite ends of the same thread? I think maybe your tree friends believe that the people behind the island plagues and the people behind Lightbull are one and the same.”

“Lots of things are possible,” he replied.

She couldn’t hear his inflection, not over the quantum-encrypted line that currently burned up bandwidth like a kilometers-long, electrons-wide bonfire, but Charity knew Bashar well enough to fill in what was missing from their connection.

“Yes,” Charity said. “But there’s a common m.o. of deep secrecy here, with dead end threading. And there’s maybe a common set of goals. If you’re a zero-pop hard Green with a reductionist agenda, the island plagues make sense as test runs for a bid to take the biosphere back to pre-human in a fairly constrained amount of time. Cascadiopolis was a demonstration project of the compromise version of that hard Green agenda. Radicals hate their squishy allies a lot more than they hate their implacable enemies.”

“What about Tygre Tygre?” her husband asked, skipping ahead half a dozen steps down the logic trail.

“I haven’t the least idea. You knew him. I didn’t. But if you’re right about the deep origins of Lightbull, isn’t possible they have their own dissenters?”

“Everybody has dissenters. Says so right here in the big handbook of movement security.”

Even through the flattened line, she could catch the humor in his voice.

“There’s more,” Charity said, suddenly reluctant to push her intuition forward.

“More what?”

Always a practical man, her husband.

Charity continued: “I think maybe we’ve all been played. Played hard, from the beginning. If Lightbull has a planning baseline that runs beyond decades, to centuries or more, that’s not inconceivable.”

“Paranoid, are we?”

“You lived through the last century. Tell me another series of worldwide economic and technical collapses isn’t something to be paranoid about.”

“Our hard Green friends would say that just proves their point. Human culture is unsustainable beyond a certain threshold.”

“Do you believe that?”

“No,” Bashar said. Then, slowly: “When is zero-population not suicide?”

“Never?” she hazarded.

“Not after a certain point, no. Not never. Think, Charity. Green Space. The habitats they’ve been building up there in high orbit.”

“They?” Charity snorted. “We, Bashar. J. Appleseed funded a lot of that directly, and funneled much of the rest. And if we’ve all been played since before day one, maybe that was part of the plan.”

“They’ve got two great, big rocks up there,” he said, “and how much headcount?”

“Bashar, there are people working in orbit who were born in space. Young people, admittedly.”

“What, ten thousand at least?”

Charity pulled some data threads. “Current estimate of human presence in space is approximately seventeen thousand, four hundred permanent residents in orbit, another eleven hundred on the Moon. Plus as many as five thousand transients at any given time.”

She could practically hear Bashar thinking before he spoke again: “We’ve brought back plant and animal species here on Earth from a few cloned cells harvested out of museums. A genetic reservoir of over twenty thousand people is enough to preserve our species in good health. It’s not like Homo sapiens has all that much genetic variation to start with.”

The species was weirdly single-threaded, from a genomic perspective.

“So this is all directed from space?” Charity wondered how that worked.

“Or at least reliant on orbital resources, yes.” Bashar sounded impatient. As usual, he was out ahead of her. “I’m more curious about how all this was directed from deep in the past. Zero-population rewilding isn’t exactly a staple of classical thought.”

“Agendas change,” she reminded her husband. “Ours certainly has over the years.”

“Yes, but this agenda … It’s world-spanning, with a very long time base. You don’t shift that easily.” He fell silent a moment. Then: “How soon?”

“How soon what?”

“How soon until Lightbull releases the final plague? Assuming Lightbull and darwin are one and the same, like you seem to believe.”

You believe it, too, she thought, before replying, “If we stipulate that the prerequisite is a self-sustaining population in space, their state of readiness been achieved.”

“How many of the folks in orbit know about this?”

Charity could practically hear Bashar point at the sky. “I haven’t a clue.”

“I’m going to find out. Thank you, dear.”

“I love you,” she told her husband.

“I love you, too.” Uncharacteristically, Bashar added, “Remember that.”

She watched her own monitors a while after the connection dropped, fading into stochastic bursts of electrical energy. Everything descended into clouds of unknowing eventually.

Sometimes she was glad she was old and sick and almost dying. The idea of trying to stop the island plagues from going global sounded absolutely overwhelming. Charity considered drawing on some of her own resources, whether to call in favors decades old.

Not yet. Not until she knew precisely what it was that Bashar intended to do.

•  •  •

From Green Space and Your World, Pyloric Publishing, 2081:

If you watch the skies at the right time of night, you may see the glimmer of Orbital Zero being constructed. That is your future, right there, in the sky high above you. Paid for by concerned citizens the world over, Green Space Operations is building that future one launch at a time, one pair of hands at a time.

Soon you’ll be able to visit. Gardens in the sky. Microgravity swimming pools. Asteroids brought to Earth for their wealth, so that we can mine cold rocks from the beginning of creation instead of continuing to disturb our planet’s natural environment. It will all come together by the time you’re old enough to work your passage into orbit and take up a gainful trade with the rest of us building the future.

Are you ready to learn more? Good. In the first chapter, we’ll talk about the GSO launches, how our heavy lift vehicles work, and the environmental remediation that Green Space puts into effect every time we push a launch into the sky.

•  •  •

iii: Sometimes the dead were easier to deal with than the living

What went on in orbit had never interested Bashar too much. When he was a kid, NASA had been dying on the vine, victim of the American conservative anti-science fixation. The Russians and the Chinese had done their thing, of course, until they’d run out of money and motivation. Eventually, space had gone strictly commercial and military. Both of which Bashar had always considered to be cultural perversions.

But now …

Maybe he’d been wrong all along.

He walked further south along the I-5 corridor, turking the package for Shadows-In-Line-With-the-Moon. It was small, about twice the size of a deck of cards, sealed in resin, which probably carried the grove’s DNA as a signature. Thankfully, stabilizer had been oversprayed so the thing didn’t stick to his fingers.

Walking, Bashar kept his eyes open for whatever the grove might have been directing him toward. All his eyes, not just the meatware in his face.

Occasional undirected movement made for good security, and exercise always helped his thinking. The weather was a bit brisk for late spring, and something was in bloom that scented the wind with unsubtle perfume. Bashar was pretty sure given his conversation with Charity that he’d wind up back in Seattle soon. That was all the more reason to be out of town right now. Let J. Appleseed’s squads hunt him where he wasn’t, if their orders had gone beyond the foundation’s own premises. By the time he got back, they’d be looking somewhere else.

The foundation’s play against him was a problem, too. Something had already been in the wind at J. Appleseed from the darwin file. The same accrual of evidence that had brought Bashar in from the street must be pushing them toward their trigger point. Certainly the orbital allies were ready.

His enemies list was much, much longer than his friends list. For the most part, Bashar preferred things that way. He could ration his trust accordingly, and make reasonable assumptions about where everyone else stood. But it rendered the old motivation/method/opportunity triad a tad less useful when most everyone had motivation to spare.

There were still people on the inside he could talk to. Starting and ending with his daughter. But to reach out to J. Appleseed right now … Not without a strike force at his back, and some notion of how to stop their plague release. If that was what was really going on.

He shouldn’t have let himself fade out like he had this past decade and more. It was just that being dead was so convenient. Not that Bashar had ever paid taxes in his life, but death cut down on the mail, too. He got a lot more done when people weren’t looking for him, asking him to do things.

“Orbit,” he told the stand of Japanese maples he was currently passing through. Feral ornamentals, it looked like, almost certainly without any corporate structure to their natural entity yet, so no answer would be forthcoming. “Why take it to orbit?”

Charity had the right of things. Orbit was all about a genetic reservoir. The ultimate island, in a sense. If their speculation had any basis, Lightbull had built a virtual ark high overhead, and was now in the process of permanently exporting the problem of human existence from the terrestrial biosphere.

The why mattered, but not so much as the how, let alone the when.

The when gnawed at him.

As he walked, Bashar began to methodically retune his data traps, changing the keywords to include some new concepts. There were security trapdoors out there almost as old as he was. And he had friends in the virtual world.

He wondered what the hard Greens intended for the infrastructure after the zero-population level had been achieved. A lot of the biosphere was online now in the form of natural entities, instantiated as legal and economic actors in their own right. Was the plan for a post-human infosphere, automated systems and species agents interacting over time? Somebody still had to site the repeaters and repair storm damage, after all. Even if the storms themselves paid their own bills, they didn’t have opposable thumbs.

There were some powerful, genuinely green entities who might not be so pleased at all with this plan. Even sleepy bystanders such as Shadows-In-Line-With-the-Moon would probably have a thing or two to say about subtracting humans from the world completely.

Hence him turking this package.

Could trees get bored, he wondered.

•  •  •

The trees had sent him south for a reason. Bashar found someone who might be his contact amid the ruins of an overpass down around what used to be the town of Federal Way. An androgynous teen sunbathed nude, no visible genitalia to speak of, their groin sort of like that of an old-fashioned toy doll. He was both old enough and old-fashioned enough to be uncomfortable with androgynes.

They stirred from their rest as soon as he ambled into sight. The kid’s tall bike was parked casually enough, lying on one side amid some black-eyed Susans, but the artfully distressed frame members had the sheen of nanotech over their rust-and-mud patina.

No modern primitive this one, he thought.

“Yo.” The kid shrugged into their t-shirt. Oversized and threadbare to the point of being more mesh than cloth, it was screenprinted with a pixelated image of the twen-cen actor Peter Lorre in a jacket and bow tie.

“You looking for me?” Bashar asked. Sometimes it paid to be blunt. And to be honest, he was tired of messing around in the woods.

The kid tugged on a pair of biking shorts and some toe shoes, picked up a hardbook—actual paper—then skittered down the rotten concrete to meet him. “Might be.” They flashed the book like a gang sign.

Bashar controlled his reaction. It was A Symmetry Framed. Written by him, decades ago. The soft Green bible, some people had called it. That book had been the J. Appleseed Foundation’s calling card much longer than this … child … had been alive.

Symmetry was either his greatest work or his greatest mistake, depending on how he thought about things.

“I got a package needs turking south.” He hefted the evidence in his left hand. “Sent by a friend.”

The kid shrugged. “Who’s got friends? Turkin’s easy. Life is hard.”

“Truth,” Bashar acknowledged. “You got anything for me? I’m headed north.”

“You just came from north, moonshadow,” the kid pointed out.

That was probably as much explicit recognition as he would get. “And now I’m headed back north.”

Standing up their bike, they extended a hand. That close, the teen smelled of marijuana and machine oil. “No. West.”

Bashar paused as he handed over the grove’s package. “What?”

“Go west, young man.”

Close to a century of security work, he knew a touch when he heard one. This was what Shadows-In-Line-With-the-Moon had sent him south for. “What’s west?”

The teen shrugged. “People you ought to meet. Friends of Mr. Cairo.”

Who? Bashar tugged his chin, thinking. “Friends. Does anyone have friends these days?”

“Nobody. Give you this for free, though: Saw someone take a dirt nap today. Went down the hard way. Shooter was a cyranoid, working for someone else. Heavy stuff, not a local spat.” They flipped Symmetry into a messenger bag with a grin, tucking the package after it. “Man like you, would know what it all meant.”

So much for his cover.

Who knew what the grove had told this kid, or who this kid really worked for? For a moment, Bashar wondered if he was seeing a cyranoid right now—had the kid done the killing themself, on behalf of some distant puppet master? But that much bandwidth would have stood out like a flare this far into the sticks. And the kid had none of the peripheral oddities of a human-hosted avatar. “Mind the road,” Bashar finally said.

“And watch your wheels.” With that, the kid kicked up on top of a shattered concrete pillar to mount his tall bike, then headed south, whistling tunelessly. Bashar watched a while but received no backward glances.

Killings in the woods. And a cyranoid wouldn’t be operating out here without consent and assistance from the natural entities. It was hard to imagine Shadows-In-Line-With-the-Moon hiring contract killers, but depending on how badly the grove and its peers wanted to protect the infrastructure that gave them civil rights and economic power, one human life was just a small step.

What did he know, at least at the moment?

Bashar knew he had to head west. The trees had all but told him that. He supposed he was working for them now. But the only thing around here besides dope growers and survivalists who liked to go shopping less than once a year was Schaadt’s Shack, a roadhouse that had a good reputation as neutral territory. For the most part, you didn’t get far off the I-5 corridor without specific business in hand and someone’s permission to do that business. Schaadt’s Shack was an exception. People who would shoot each other on sight out in the hills would sit down to drink together in a place like that. Peer pressure, a weapons check, and a small stable of fearsome bouncers kept the bar in business on those terms.

He walked. The trees were worried. Bashar was worried. Friends of Mr. Cairo? What did that mean?

It was less than thirty minutes on foot from the corridor trail to his destination. People liked their drinking convenient.

So far as Bashar could tell, the place had been originally built as a tiltwall shopping mall. How it survived the comprehensive rewilding movement of the middle of the last century was anybody’s guess. The outer walls were covered with layers of granite stacked like a riprap breakwater. The roof was a medieval classic, hand-logged Douglas fir beams supporting honest-to-god slate tiles. Bashar wouldn’t have hesitated to airdrop a cargo load onto it.

The tamped clay apron in front even held a few vehicles. Unusual in these parts. He slacked his pace and scanned. A couple of small battered hovercraft that would run slow and fat on dense, long range fuel cells. The usual assortment of bikes and seggers. An honest-to-God Hummer body, though this one was crowded with an alcohol-fueled boiler and wouldn’t drive much faster than he could run. Not that he could run with a couple of metric tons of cargo on his back.

And strangely enough, a rather peculiar helicopter. Something very new. Insectile airframe, rotors folded politely, bristling with enough stingers of one kind or another to melt everything else in the yard and punch more than a few holes in Schaadt’s Jack-the-giant-killer slate roof in the process.

Finding such a machine out here was like finding a silenced carbon fiber pistol in a child’s toy box.

Somebody took their drinking seriously.

Precisely who had taken a dirt nap and how they had been killed became much more interesting questions to Bashar.

He paged his own alerts. Nothing with any meaningful priority sought his attention. Whatever this was, it likely wasn’t here for him.

Right. Cairo’s ride, he’d bet, whoever Mr. Cairo was. “You’re not the only bad ass in the world,” Bashar reminded himself out loud.

He was here for this killer chopper and whoever had flown in on it. Still, he made a wide circle around the helo as he approached the front door.

•  •  •

From greenwiki:

Mining Packages. While many people are familiar with Orbital Zero as an effort to ensure long-term human space habitation, the real economic driver was always the Luna-Lagrange Consortium’s Project Precious. Two separate efforts, both successful, were made to capture and tow two asteroids known to contain significant quantities of high value and precious metals into high Earth orbit for intensive mining and mineral recovery.

Project Precious was an unusual effort as it had a significant positive return when expressed within the budgetary frameworks of the old state-capital system by which many polities still manage their fiscal processes, while also having a significant positive return within the Green accounting frameworks as codified in the Catalina Accords of 2051. This combination of monetary value and abstracted resource extraction returns was rarely seen in the twenty-first century, and never on a project of this scale, with trillions of Euros at stake.

The problems with Project Precious emerged when attempting to transfer the extracted minerals back down the gravity well for surface-based industrial and economic use. Simply put, while heavy lift has been a challenge since the first days of the rocket age, ultraheavy return was never seriously contemplated prior to Project Precious. Especially not in kiloton quantities.

After much debate, the delivery of resources to the Earth’s surface was finally accomplished via guided airfoil-shaped “mining packages” covered with sufficient waste material cast as tiles to provide an ablative heat shield. These are sent to the surface on a shallow angle of re-entry to minimize loss due to re-entry stress, as well as minimize surface impact effect. The mining packages are guided to land in fairly shallow water splash zones offering substantial west-to-east clearance (Gulf of Mexico, the Great Lakes, the Baltic Sea, the Black Sea, various littorals, and so forth). Materials thus delivered are then retrieved through various conventional means as appropriate to the local tech base and Green priorities.

Early in the project’s history, one re-entry in Lake Superior experienced an unplanned “skip” which resulted in the mining package coming to rest outside the planned impact zone, and causing the near-complete destruction to the city of Sault Sainte Marie, Michigan. This is considered the costliest peacetime human-caused destruction of property in history. As a result of this disaster, landing protocols for the mining packages were altered, and onboard control systems with a variety of override capabilities were added.

•  •  •

iv: Tygre told me once in passing that he came from a secret school

Bashar let the bouncer pat him down. A woman he vaguely recognized, Blue Alice. “I got to ask,” he said conversationally, “who’s the fly-in customer?”

She shrugged, an activity which bordered on the tectonic. “Seattle money, maybe. Walked in clean. All I care about.”

Walked in clean with hot, flaming death on wings parked outside. Anybody with the cojones to fly low over this airspace was heavy stuff indeed, or awfully well defended.

“Not Cairo money, huh?”

That sally produced no visible reaction at all. He pushed on inside.

Schaadt’s Shack boasted a lot of square footage, rough-hewn Douglas fir pillars interspersed with separate tables and booth clusters. That much wood had to cost a pretty penny from the forest collectives. The layout made space for privacy and room to have fistfights. Not to mention break them up. A big kitchen loomed at the back, running off a combination of wood-fired and solar. Somebody had been baking just recently, though yeasty-beastie beer reek underlay the rest of the interior fug.

They were known for their food here. People even came down from Seattle just to eat.

Like the flyboys who’d parked outside.

Huge bars lined each side of the cavernous hall. The brewery bulked behind the bar to his right. Everything was underlit, so the individual clusters of tables and booths resembled candelarias scattered through a musty dusk.

Bashar found a stretch of stools at the bar by the east wall, the one without the brewery. It was a slow day, which was fine with him. Better chance to find this Mr. Cairo. A menu of beer and food was scrawled across a wide chalkboard. Where the hell did anyone get colored chalk these days, he wondered. Maybe they fabbed it from feedstock.

A barback finally drifted over. “Yeah?”

Customer service at its finest. Bashar didn’t bother to not smile. “Pint of Burn Scar Bitter, and the Brie tempura with wild game charcuterie, please.”

“On the way.”

He turned to watch the room. Mostly Bashar was curious to spot the flyboys.

There wasn’t much to see. Drinkers and diners kept to themselves. There’d be a band tonight, and the usual local sports of poker, dancing and brawling. Right now it was the casual lunch trade—basically himself—and a few locals doing whatever locals did around here. Plus some tables deep in the shadowed corners and bays of the vast room.

No one he could see looked like they’d dropped in riding twenty million Euros worth of combat hardware. If Bashar had been security for Schaadt’s Shack, that would make him awfully twitchy.

His food turned up warm and smelling like protein heaven.  Food had gotten a lot better after the early twenty-first century distribution networks had collapsed. Farm-to-table was how most of the human race existed these days.

Bashar raised his Burn Scar Bitter and offered an old toast to no one in particular. “Consumers of the world unite, you have nothing to lose but your supply chains.”

“You some kind of capitalist?” asked the barback suspiciously.

The question—close to a killing insult in many circumstances—amused Bashar. “I’m older than your grandma’s bunions, and ain’t never yet had a bank account. What do you think?”

“Original Green, huh?” She leaned against her side of the bar and gave him a long look.

Bashar returned the favor, with his security eyes this time. Female, mixed race but probably Pacific Islander and East African, pretty-but-hard in the way of most young women these days. Hair buzzed short with something sparkly rubbed in for looks. Or more. He could think of half a dozen offensive and defensive applications for reflective shavings, depending on the materials involved. Wore no scent at all but her sweat and a trace of bar rag from being on shift at least a few hours. Modest facial tattoos, faux-Celtic abstracts around her orbital ridges and down her nose. Three tiny studs in the left nostril, each winking with a single dull green pixel—there was cultural code he couldn’t read without a data dip. Her shirt was a torn collared tee in a style so old it had been out of fashion when he was her age, black bamboo cloth with smart fiber image of the late American President Chamnansatol.

Presumably before her assassination by hemorrhagic fever, though with the noisily pixelated art it was hard to tell.

“You’re young,” Bashar said pleasantly, indulging his not-so-cold read, “radical but not extreme, no hard Green or you wouldn’t be working in here.” They tended to be puritanical, among their other faults and virtues. “Tired of both the new world order and the old one, and probably the one before that. You’re part of something that meets evenings or weekends that gives you purpose. Out here it’s likely not all that political, but I could be wrong. Infrastructure pirates, maybe?”

She growled, but there was a twinkle in her eye. “Smart old man, huh? Older than you look. Extreme and radical. O.G., like I said, but no hard Green or you wouldn’t be drinking in here. You’ve seen the last two or three world orders, and you got that patina of well-worn power. You were part of something big once, but you aren’t any more. Working one last scam, maybe?”

He had to laugh. Would that she knew. “Every scam is my last one. If I didn’t think that way, I’d have been dead a long time ago.”

“And if you were less than three times my age, I’d give you something else to work.” She winked and walked away, calling over her shoulder, “Tab’s on the house this time, old man.”

“Huh,” Bashar observed to no one in particular. “A free lunch. How about that?” He wondered which one of them had played the other.

“Nothing’s free,” said a waiter, approaching from among the pillars at center of the room.

No, not a waiter. A man with a tray and a gun underneath that tray. In here. Middle-aged, fit, frowning face under a head so bald it might have been waxed. And white as any Georgia cracker.

“Security?” Bashar asked mildly. Or Mr. Cairo.

“No thanks, I already got some.” He stopped next to Bashar.

The gun was between them, not pointed anywhere in particular. Threat by implication.

Several responses passed through Bashar’s thoughts, but he left them there. He was too damned old to go starting fights. And if the waiter seriously meant to kill him, the trigger would have already been pulled.

Instead he applied the universal conversational solvent: silence.

The bald man obliged. “You’re Credence.” It wasn’t a question.

Credence was one of his aliases, though he usually employed that name a lot further south in the Cascades. Someone had been buying data. “Possible,” Bashar allowed in a drawl that his mother wouldn’t have recognized.

Another non-question. “You’re wired high up with a lot of security.”

Another non-answer. “Possible.”

“We got a problem here. Thousand loonies on top of that free lunch for a little consulting on your part.”

Here comes that helicopter, he thought. Was Baldie here Mr. Cairo, or had the handsome stranger flown in on that well-armed broomstick? Interesting. And the barback had played him. Of course she was part of local security. Anybody behind one of these bars had to be. “Don’t take jobs blind,” Bashar said.

“Just some talk-and-think. No black bag, no wet work.”

This was what he was here for. The next step in the chain back to Lightbull and darwin. Plus money was money, and Canadian dollars spent a hell of a lot better than American dollars. It never hurt to get paid for what you were going to do anyway. “All right.”

The bald man collected Bashar’s pint glass and plate before leading him off into the deeper shadows.

•  •  •

“Table C-13.”

The low-lux video sensors actually did a good job. It meant Schaadt’s Shack security could see more than their patrons. He had to wonder about the surveillance booth. Cramped and loaded with gear, featuring that special scorched air scent of electronics hard at work. This seemed like a lot more tech than restaurant cash flow should be able to afford. Not to mention a lot more trouble than even a hard knocks bar ought to go to. Even more so not to mention a thousand loonies dropped as a consulting fee on a passing stranger.

In the view Baldie-with-no-name was pointing to with a light pen, Bashar saw four young men he hadn’t been able to spot from his perch at the bar. Well, probably men. Brushy mohawks, abstractly tattooed scalps, pierced foreheads. They wore a uniform, or at least identical razzle-dazzle cammies. “That an urban color scheme?” he asked—everything was shades of gray on the low-lux virteo.

“No. Blue and silver. Whoever they are, these aren’t city boys. That cloth won’t hide you in Seattle.”

Not in these woods, either, Bashar thought. “And they flew in on the rig outside.”

Baldie snorted. “No one from around here is dumb enough to loiter in a clear fire zone like the sky.”

“I didn’t recognize the make on the helo,” he admitted.

“You’re not alone. We can’t even get a match on Jane’s.”

Bashar looked over at Baldie-with-no-name and thought for a moment. Then: “I can’t decide whether to be more impressed that a hick bar in the country bothers with Jane’s, or that there’s no match for that hardware out there.”

“Don’t worry about our business model. Definitely not your problem.”

“No. You got that right. So why are these guys a problem?”

Baldie shrugged. “Been here five hours drinking.”

Which could have meant they’d dirt napped someone this morning, per the bike punk.

“You worried they’re likely to walk their check?”

“Laid down a card.”

That would cover charges, presumably. Not much of an answer, though. It was twenty questions time, obviously. Bashar assumed this was something in the nature of a test of whether he was worth a thousand loonies. “Care to tell me what bothers you about the card?”

“Face of the card says Cascadia Credit Interchange.” Like most commercial and consumer finance cards in this area, Bashar knew. Baldie-with-no-name went on. “Down in the encryption, it says Federated Luna Credit.”

“You decrypt all your customer’s cards?” Bashar asked mildly.

“Just the ones that scare the piss out of us.”

“Space-based money, drinking in this joint. With a flying bomb of no known origin parked outside.” He stared at the display. “What the hell are they doing here? More to the point, who or what are they waiting for?” Whoever had been killed earlier that day out in the woods, almost certainly. They hadn’t done the dirt-napping, then. He’d found the other end of the string.

And this string stank. It wasn’t his kind of stench. Not with darwin and Lightbull loose out there. And Cairo somewhere in the middle.

Baldie-with-no-name answered him. “You tell me, Mr. Thousand-Loonie Credence the security consultant.”

“Well, in the old days I would have just capped them, then sifted their pocket lint for evidence. If I had any need for evidence.”

Baldie snorted. “Not precisely an option for those of us in the restaurant business.”

“You could always try talking to them,” Bashar offered.

“Been there. Done that. Got nowhere.”

“That barback was on top of it with me.”

“Godiva?” Baldie almost smiled this time. “She’s good for her age and experience, but these guys weren’t buying anything she had to sell.”

Bashar was briefly distracted by the idea that the barback’s name had been Godiva. He couldn’t even imagine who would do that to their kid.

This wasn’t his deal, not no how, not no wise. But that biker had known something. Had known who he was, for one thing. Which even Baldie didn’t seem to. Whoever the hell this guy was. Running a scam? Or the victim of it? Bashar had to follow the string a little further. “Want me to rumble them up? Politely.”

“How are your interview skills?”

Now it was his turn to smile. “Let’s find out.”

•  •  •

“Hey, boys.” Bashar approached the table with the four mohawks.

They all looked up at him with a shared, dead-eyed hostility. Troops, not officers, given that response to a perimeter intrusion. Anyone with real authority who was camped to wait for a contact would be a bit more open about it.

He tugged over an empty chair, ignoring the silent anger and the odor of spilled liquor. Bashar let his voice slip into Southern white mud mouth. Even now, in the twenty-second century, that was homeboy jive to a lot of North America’s more violent weirdoes. “How about I buy the next round and y’all tell me what brings y’all to town?”

“Fuck off,” one began, before another interrupted him with an outstretched hand. The corporal of this little half-squad, maybe. At least, the thinker. Genius gave Bashar a long, hard look. “Who’s asking?”

“A friendly stranger.” He wasn’t ready to drop the Cairo name yet.

Baldie-with-no-name swept in, gun out of sight, tray stacked with five shot glasses. Bashar’s would be apple juice, by arrangement. The new booze hit the table with a series of faint plinks, bearing the paint thinner odor of what passed for Scotch whisky in these benighted days. Bashar could remember twenty-five year old Laphroaig. One of globalism’s few benefits had been the widespread availability of high quality booze.

“Ain’t no friendly strangers here,” said the corporal, but he picked up his shot glass anyway.

“All them friendlies stranger, dear,” Bashar replied. It was an old jody, a marching chant.

“Drink to that,” said one of the others. They slammed their glasses. Bashar’s apple juice went down warm and sweet. Something was odd about the way these guys held their liquor. Literally, as in the way they handled their glasses.

“Waitin’ for someone who like to never gonna drop by,” the corporal added, almost meditative. He gave Bashar a long, slow stare.

He thinks it might be me, Bashar thought. Run with it. “Anyone I might know? Could help you spot them.”

“‘S a pick up,” confided the corporal’s now-chatty friend. “Got to see a dog about a man.”

“Four hard boys in an assault chopper? Must be a big dog. Odd sort of pick up for out here in the woods.”

“Odd sort of world, downside.”

These guys were fresh from high orbit, Bashar realized. That was an interesting thought. Cairo or no Cairo, he was suddenly a lot more interested in this string than he had been. He would owe Shadows-In-Line-With-the-Moon big when this was all over with. “You didn’t fly in here, did you? You dropped in from on high.”

“Like mother fucking angels dangling from God’s dick,” the corporal declared proudly.

“Long way to come to see that dog about a man,” said Bashar.

“Shit don’t target itself,” observed their fourth with a belch.

The corporal slapped him on the shorn temple. “Shut up.”

This conversation had drifted into dangerous territory. “You vacuum breathers don’t need a terrain survey to target orbital kinetics,” Bashar observed. He hoped like hell Baldie-with-no-name was close by. And who in their right mind would send this little crew of moron muscle in to do a pick up? “Earth’s been fully satellite mapped for fifteen decades. Plus you’ve got the God’s eye view from upstairs.”

“You our man?” asked the corporal.

“Sure.” Bashar had no idea what their countersigns and recognition codes were, but he knew how to run a bluff. He went on sarcastically, “That’s me, wandering around loose in the Washington woods looking for a skyhook.” Now was the time to try. “I’m a friend of Mr. Cairo’s.”

“Ah.” With a knowing look, the corporal cleared his throat, and recited in the manner of one who’d been cudgeled to rote memorization. “Of man’s first dis-disobedience, and the fruits of the forbidden tree, who, uh, whose … immortal, I mean, immoral taste brought death into the world. Um, and all our woe.”

John Milton. Paradise Lost. Sort of, at least. Was some high school student upstairs running these fools?

Never one to let his own eccentric education go to waste, Bashar answered with the rest of the passage. “With loss of Eden, till one greater Man restore us, and regain the blissful seat, sing heavenly muse.” His delivery was way better. And he knew all the words right.

“You got the maps?” the corporal asked.

Maps, thought Bashar. What maps? What the hell was he talking about? Time to bluff some more, on an empty hand. “In my head.” Bashar tapped his temple and grinned. “And none of this iSys or cloud server crap. Good old fashioned meat memory.” In other words, they needed him. Assuming they believed him in the first place.

 “You want to ride the ride with your meatware data?” asked the corporal mildly. A sharp focus burned in his eyes. This one might be playing a part, but he wasn’t as stupid as he looked. Or as his squadmates were.

This was where the string led, but Bashar was getting an awfully long way from Seattle if he went with them.

The corporal spoke again: “Drop’s in about thirty hours. A lift with us is your fastest way out of the kill zone.”

A cold fear passed hard down Bashar’s spine, shivering from neck to hips. Seattle. “Lot of geography around here,” he said.

The corporal answered with a shrug. “You’re the man with the maps. I don’t know from Elliott Bay. We’ve got the big rocks. You’ve got the big maps. That’s why we’re here.”

“Your operational security sucks, son,” Bashar told him. Cairo must have been the dead man the androgynous kid on the bike had talked about. And this was a set-up that stunk higher than last week’s fish and chips.

But … Seattle. This was about J. Appleseed and the darwin file. It had to be. He had no choice but to follow the string through.

“Let’s go for a ride,” the corporal said.

Lightbull had killed Cascadiopolis from orbit. He was heading for orbit. There were no coincidences in this life.

•  •  •

From greenwiki:

Orbital Evolution, or OrbEv. The name given to forward planning for genetic drift and founder effect shifts to be expected in a permanent non-terrestrial human population.

By the eighth decade of the twenty-first century, most observers were agreed that there was a sufficiently large human population in space to be self-perpetuating in the event of a collapse of surface-to-orbit travel. Even though at that time approximately eighty percent of permanent space residents were male, this was considered valid. Consensus has firmed in the intervening decades, especially given the growth rate in space-based births at the usual roughly even gender ratios prevailing in human populations.

Even with this widening genetic base, there is still a pronounced island ecology aspect to human expansion off Earth. Crewed surface-to-orbit capabilities have dwindled, and are almost non-existent among surface-based populations, nation-states and non-state actors. Virtually all upward lift traffic is now a return trip, managed and sponsored by any of over a dozen orbital agencies and polities, Green Space Mining being the largest of those. This means Earth-to-space migration has slowed to almost a standstill, which in turns means the current non-terrestrial genetic reservoir is close to fixed.

Geneticists and anthropologists both on Earth and in orbit (GSM Institute, University of Lagrange and Luna University) have seized on this natural experiment, with its attendant extensive medical records and close monitoring of the vast majority of subjects, to both study human microevolution in realtime and to develop increasingly higher degrees-of-confidence in longer scale projections. This study with its presumed eventual real world outcomes is known as orbital evolution.

•  •  •

v: The usual misdirections and innuendoes and plausible deniability

Bashar had not packed for a trip to orbit. Wouldn’t be his first time to go commando. “Let’s hit it,” he told the corporal. “Time to fly.”

They all stood up. Two chairs fell backward to slam loudly into the sawdust-strewn floor. Baldie-with-no-name finally caught Bashar’s eye from a distance in the shadows. Bashar nodded and began herding his newfound friends toward the front door. Baldie approached with his tray.

“Your change, sir.” A thousand loonies, in the waiter’s hand.

Bashar slacked his pace to exchange a quick word as he slipped the cash into his own pocket. “I’m taking the problem off your hands. Anyone else comes looking for Mr. Cairo’s friends, I’d appreciate it if they waited as long as possible for directions where to look next.”

That earned him a surprised look from Baldie. “Better you than me.”

“So it goes.”

He caught up with the orbital troopies at the exit. All Bashar had time for now was a quick, coded message to Charity to let her know he would be even more off the grid than usual, and that he didn’t expect to be safe or check in for a while.

People who went up to orbit didn’t tend to come back down.

“What’s it like out there?” Bashar asked the corporal.

“No dirt.” The young man scuffed his boot in the gravel of the parking apron. “Not much to hide behind. You see everyone coming, good and bad, from thousands of klicks away.”

“Makes securing your perimeter a whole different proposition, I guess,” Bashar replied.

“You people have plants.” The corporal sounded disgusted.

In front of them, the helicopter unfolded with a faint whine. It swelled, left and right, puffing out like one of those Japanese fish, while the rotors extended and stiffened.

“I’d been wondering,” Bashar said. “It looked a little small for five.”

“Rated to six butts and seven hundred kilos of passenger,” said one of the other troopies.

“Which one of you is an atmosphere-rated rotary wing pilot?”

All four orbital troops laughed as they climbed in through a strangely soft and rounded access hatch. Oddly tiny for such an aircraft. Bashar wondered exactly who they worked for, whose hands he was putting himself in.

This had to be one of the stupidest stunts he’d ever pulled.

•  •  •

No one flew.

It couldn’t be remotely operated, not with the transmission lag from orbit. No, the helicopter had an onboard AI smart enough to cope with a combat-grade take off that scrambled Bashar’s internal organs, but was also probably pretty good at outrunning anything shoulder-launched.

Not that anybody was shooting at them just now. Mirable dictu.

The blades whirred in a buzzsaw whine like Bashar had never heard from a helicopter. Not stealthed. Something else. Hypersonic, maybe? Schaadt’s Shack dropped away fast below them, tilted hard as they banked through their steep, juking climb.

He was stuck in the back between the belching drunk and the silent one. Booze and boys, a familiar set of smells. The corporal sat right seat, up front, but didn’t touch anything. His other troopie stared out the windscreen as they hit turbulence.

“Atmosphere sucks,” shouted the corporal over the racket of their rough ascent. “How do you people live down here?”

“At least I can step outside for a walk,” Bashar shouted back. Half-wit banter with morons wasn’t his thing, but he was trying to work at their level.

A drop on Elliott Bay. Seattle. Somebody was going to make a big, hard splash, and kill about a million people doing it.

The orbital troops laughed. “Who’d want to?” asked the drunk to his left, before, improbably, he fell asleep.

To Bashar’s surprise, they were still climbing hard. The little helicopter clawed for altitude. No one but him seemed worried—the interior smelled of plastic and that strange, musty scent of nanotech, but not the reek of fear. No flop sweat here.

“Where’s our pick up?” he asked. Truth be told, he wasn’t sure how people in orbit got down to the surface any more. Well, fall bags. Everybody knew about those low-tech nightmares. But how they got down when they also planned to climb back out of the gravity well again.

Not in helicopters, he was fairly certain of that at least.

“High dive,” said the corporal, as if that actually explained anything.

Bashar decided that ignorance was the better part of valor. He didn’t think he’d like the answer anyway.

They still climbed. Time passed with a frantic unspooling only he could hear. The drunk snored. The silent one stared out the window. Up front, the corporal hummed. Mount Rainier loomed below them off to the starboard. To the north he could see Glacier Peak and Mount Baker. How high were they?

The buzz saw whine trailed off, to be followed by a whipping noise as the helicopter tossed once, twice, then settled into a silent, slinging arc.

“Blades folding,” shouted the corporal helpfully.

So far as Bashar could tell, they were in ballistic flight now. An aerodynamic rock, fifteen or twenty thousand meters up.

Something aft kicked in, and they weren’t ballistic any more. The horizon swiftly acquired a distinctly multi-toned look, not to mention a pronounced curvature. He was seeing the top of the sky. For the first time in his life, Bashar found himself at the edge of motion sickness.

Higher still they went. He thought he could spot the Great Plains.

Another bulletin from the front seat: “Hang on, it’s gonna get weird.”

The drunk stirred, the silent troopie turned to Bashar with a sickly, tense grin.

“Have you ever done this before?” Bashar asked him.

“Hell no,” whispered the troopie. Kid, in fact. Bashar had whipped hundreds like him into line over the decades.

The kid went on: “We train, a lot. High gravity gym, drop-and-lift simulations. Got to build up bone density and muscle tone for one-gee operations. But even high rez VR ain’t the same.” He sounded ready to panic.

“Just nerves,” Bashar said with the tough unsympathy of a drill sergeant. “Keep your mission in mind and close your eyes if you think you need to. Too late to walk home now.”

That cracked the kid up with the edged laughter of hysteria. It also kept him focused on Bashar instead of the increasingly curved horizon outside.

No wonder the drunk was sleeping. And now he understood the tiny hatch. Air pressure differential was a real issue for this craft.

Then the boost cut out, and they were ballistic once more. High up. Very high up. Bashar felt lightweight and ill in his seat. He strained against the straps and wondered quite seriously if this were a rather baroque assassination plot.

Something big and dark moved above them, barely visible at first from his seat. He saw a pointed nose ahead of theirs.

“Mommy’s come to gather us up, boys,” said the corporal with a tone of relieved and nervous satisfaction.

They slammed upward, hard. Everything went dark outside and in, except the control panel lights, which painted the corporal’s face with a sickly orange underglow just shy of demonic.

•  •  •

About ninety uncomfortable minutes later the lights came back on outside. Two figures in pressure suits crowded into a tiny bay that was barely larger than the helicopter itself. Or whatever this machine was— ‘helicopter’ was a grossly insufficient description. One pointed an instrument at them while the other rather incongruously waved, as if saying hello to friends in a boat.

Bashar had no particular urge to wave back, but the corporal was apparently happy to do so.

After a minute or two of whatever sweep was being performed, their little round hatch opened. Unstrapping, Bashar found himself on the loose in microgravity for the first time in his life. His gut flopped twice, then settled. That was a small mercy, as he didn’t want to barf cheese tempura and elk salami all over the interior. He was third through, after the corporal and his front seat passenger, being boosted from the back by the scared kid. Bashar tried to avoid windmilling his arms or otherwise making a touristic hazard of himself.

One of the pressure-suited types propelled him out of the tiny bay and through another hatch. That opened onto a corridor with all four surfaces padded and grab rails running along them. The air here smelled weirdly clean, like glass would if it had an odor.

“No gravity ever?” Bashar asked.

“Not here.” The woman in front of him was dark-skinned, grey-eyed, shaven-headed and deeply suspicious. “Who the hell are you?”

“The map man,” he said pointedly.

“Ah, Mr. Biòu. The other one, whom we were not expecting.”

Biòu? Who the hell was Biòu? “I, well, took over the franchise. Decided it was better to come in person.”

“Mr. Franchise, I hope you like it here in orbit. You’re going to be a permanent resident. However long it is you wind up staying.”

A woman after his own heart. Time to act like he belonged in this place. “I need a briefing.”

“Everybody needs something,” she said unsympathetically. “A lucky few even get it.”

She turned and swarmed along the corridor, which curved upward. Bashar started after the woman, trying to mimic her hand-over-hand grip on the rails. He got himself moving in the right direction but slipped loose to bounce twice off the padding before he could get a firm grasp. Someone behind him laughed.

We’re all new once, son, he thought. You try this for the first time at my age.

At least he was inside the perimeter. Bashar followed the woman, attempting to figure out why anyone had thought those four clowns were good security at the entry point. Life in orbit had to be the ultimate in know-your-neighbor security. Maybe these people just didn’t have procedures for infiltrators. 

Was that degree of laxness even possible?

•  •  •

He wound up seated—with a strap to keep him there against microgravity—on one of a semicircle of chairs facing a large virteo monitor in a small and otherwise featureless room. The woman who’d met him was present, along with a hard-bitten, whipcord thin Asian man who could almost have been Bashar’s age, and a much younger and doughier man—another kid, in truth—with pink eyes and brittle hair who seemed to be suffering from a metabolic disorder. He smelled like it, too.

“I’m Moselle,” said his host. “That’s Lu,” she pointed at the Asian man. Then a negligent wave toward the albino. “Bibendum.”

“I’m Credence,” Bashar said. It was the name he’d wound up using at Schaadt’s Shack, and thus, at least in a sense, a verifiable identity. These people might be strangely naïve about physical security, but he’d bet every Euro he’d ever possessed that they were at the razor’s edge on data security.

“Credence today, Mr. Biòu. Where’s Feeney?”

That was the recently deceased, presumably. “Dead.” Killed by trees, he had become fairly certain. The other possibility was the mysterious and possibly non-existent Mr. Cairo. His voice freighted with the conviction of a truly bald-faced lie, Bashar went on. “Caught in a dope grower’s cross-fire two days ago. I knew he had the meet up at Schaadt’s Shack. So I went to keep it. Sorry, I’m a little short on countersigns and secret plans.”

“Hmm.” She glanced at Lu and Bibendum, then back at Bashar. “I trust you have the maps?”

“Depends,” said Bashar. “Which maps do you need?”

“We can handle the blast distribution and hydrological calculations from geophysical survey data. We need the locations. Those AIs are not to be trusted with telling us everything.”

J. Appleseed’s AIs, he thought, she had to mean them. What he said was: “Maps of how far Elliott Bay will splash? I’m not playing stupid, Ms. Moselle. Remember, I’m filling in here for Feeney, who never told me your objectives. Just that you needed confidential Seattle location data that wasn’t available in the cloud.”

That was his best approximation of what they were seeking. Based on the slight relaxation from both Moselle and Lu, he figured he’d guessed close enough to right. Bibendum kept staring not quite at him with unblinking pale-pink eyes. Bashar wondered if the kid was blind.

“Our friends at Appleseed want to appear to have been wiped out,” Lu said. Bashar could have shouted for the confirmation of the connection. Lu went on: “We need to ensure that enough force gets applied to crack the foundation’s deep vaults, down in the bedrock. That’s in our contract with them. But we strongly suspect them of hiding additional resources, with the intention of surviving the blast and emerging to shift blame to us.”

Bashar’s mind raced ahead. Blame? For the island plagues? Making the orbital Greens into history’s greatest villains instead of J. Appleseed. When you were bent on wiping out the human race anyway, who cared about getting the credit? “Not that this is any of my business,” he said, “but aren’t there better ways to take out a small cluster of known sites than nuking an entire metropolitan area?”

“You’re right,” said Moselle. “It’s not any of your business, Mr. Biòu. But as it happens, we aren’t nuking anybody.”

“Just a rock,” said Bibendum in an unexpectedly gravelly voice. Somehow, Bashar had figured on a piping squeak.

Then he put it all together. “You’re about to drop a mining package on them. It’s the biggest orbital kinetic strike in history.” This would be the destruction of Cascadiopolis all over again, but writ oh so very large.

“Biggest human-targeted orbital kinetic strike in history,” Moselle corrected. “Now, let us speak of the offices of J. Appleseed.”

•  •  •

From greenwiki:

Green Space. Refers to the privately funded Earth-to-orbit heavy lift initiative that placed almost two hundred launches into orbit over a four-decade period between 2077 and 2115. Each launch series is referred to by the code GSO, for Green Space Operations, followed by a number signifying the program year. Individual missions are numbered within their launch year, so the very first launch was GSO-01-01, while the final launch was GSO-28-09.

The entire project was defined as a closed-ended solution dedicated to placing sufficient heavy manufacturing capacity into orbit to allow boot strapping of long term, self-sustaining, space-based industrialization with minimal further launch requirements from the Earth’s surface. All spacecraft were controlled by a combination of onboard automation and remote command, and the vast majority of the launches were uncrewed. However, a limited number of crew capsules were boosted to orbit as part of the cargo payload. Green Space never experienced a catastrophic failure during any operational launches.

The Green Space project has been considered a success by outside observers. Highly visible program outcomes include the Curiosity asteroid tug program, as well as the Lagrange-G refineries, both dedicated to mining of asteroidal resources placed in high Earth orbit. The stated purpose of this effort was to provide for minerals and resource extraction that inflicted minimal waste processes on the terrestrial biosphere. The less widely acknowledged longer-term goal appears to be development of a permanent human space presence with a sufficiently deep population base to serve as a long term reservoir for species preservation and genetic diversity.

The primary funders of Green Space have never stepped forward for formal comment, and thus all discussion of these goals is inherently speculative. From a technical perspective, Green Space for the most part leveraged the abandoned United States Air Force infrastructure at the site of the former Vandenberg Air Force Base in California. Launch and orbit control was managed from remote facilities spread throughout Cascadia. A limited number of launches, in the GSO-19 through GSO-24 series, were conducted under contract with the Reformed China National Space Administration through their Xichang launch complex.

•  •  •

vi: Eighty was not so old, if one’s body was not conspiring against one’s self

Charity contemplated Bashar’s most recent message. He’d been downstate, she knew that much. Talking to trees and what not. She’d even received a polite note from Shadows-In-Line-With-the-Moon, along with a gift certificate to Harry and David that the grove had thoughtfully sent along for vegetable reasons of its own.

Trees were weird but considerate. You got that way if it took dozens of you thinking together to finish a sentence.

But now …? Where in the hell was he? How could a man who’d lived off the grid for almost a century go even more off the grid?

Following either darwin or Lightbull, of course. Bashar hadn’t needed to say that. But where was he?

So far as Charity knew, her husband had never left North America in his life. Intercontinental travel was either too regulated and monitored, or simply too slow. The gyre-runners were about as anonymous as one got, but a whole year to get from San Diego to Osaka just wasn’t the speed at which Bashar moved.

Mexico City, maybe, chasing a new thread on the long-stale Lightbull satellite lead. That was far enough outside his usual Cascadian haunts to be considered more off the grid. Except these days Mexico City was just as wired as Seattle, maybe even more so. The old economic divides between north and south had melted with the climate shifts and the slow collapse of the industrialized West. The Green movement knew no bounds.

It wasn’t as if the Distrito Federal wasn’t just as gridded as the rest of the world. And the Cascadiopolis daughter-cities extended down into the Sierra Madre Occidental. He’d have friends that far south.

So, not Mexico.

North? Bashar didn’t like being cold. Charity just couldn’t see her husband headed for Alaska or the Yukon, even if the Greens were so thick on the ground there that the old-school statists had long since decamped for the Great Plains and other areas more supportive of recidivism. Besides which, what was up there anyway?

Maybe he had hopped an airship bound for somewhere more distant.

Tired of chasing darwin and Lightbull in circles, Charity put some more of her resources into chasing her husband instead. She had the advantage of knowing he was still out there with his head down, and roughly where he was last to be found.

And if this didn’t have something to do with the problem of stopping the island plagues, she would skin him alive. Or at least have Malik do it.

•  •  •

Shavonne, one of the relief nurses, woke her much later. Charity never could keep track of time in her head anymore—another of those subtle penalties of aging which drove her half-crazy.

She managed to form a coherent question. “What?”

“You have a visitor, ma’am.” Shavonne was a quiet Afro-Irish immigrant whose parents had fled some round of European purges or another. The girl wasn’t ever able to be as comfortable with Charity as Malik managed. Charity’s personal theory was that something about herself signaled ‘authority’ and short-circuited any sociable tendencies that might otherwise be lurking in the nurse’s subconscious.

“I don’t get visitors,” Charity said, bleary-eyed and bleary-brained. Her location wasn’t precisely a secret, but neither was it something she cared to have known. Being effectively immobilized by medical science was a hell of a security problem, and one of the reasons she and Bashar had agreed to part ways these past years, regardless of their feelings for one another. “Who is it?”

“Can’t rightly say, ma’am.” Shavonne sometimes let herself be a bit overly rule-bound, Charity knew from experience.

“Are they cleared?”

“Site security passed him up to the ward.”

After a quiet, exasperated moment, Charity asked, “Him who?”

“Says his name is Joel Cairo.”

“Right, and I’m Ruth Wonderly.”

Shavonne’s bushy ginger eyebrows drew up. “Who?”

Charity sighed. “Never mind, just send him in.” If this was a hit, simply declining to see the man wasn’t going to change much. Anyone who could get through site security could get through Shavonne, not to mention Charity’s door. On the other hand, if this was a legitimate visit, at … she checked the virteo display by her bed—four in the morning? …well, she was beyond curious at this point.

Joel Cairo proved to be a compact, fit man so bald he might be suffering from alopecia. And possibly the whitest man she’d seen in a long time. Aryan Bund recruiting poster white.

“You’re a hard woman to find, Ms. Oxham,” he said.

“And you’ve been dead a century and a half, Mr. Lorre.”

Cairo chuckled. “No one ever gets it.”

“A bit flashy, for an alias?”

His chuckle broadened to a smile. “Do you know how many James Bonds I’ve met over the years?”

She had to ask. “Were they any good?”

“You have a point. Some of them did become grave men on the morrow.”

“Spare me the horrors of a classical education,” Charity said tartly. “If you’re here for a hit, get it over with. Otherwise, speak your piece. I’m old and sick and want to go back to sleep.”

“You’re connected to Bashar.” Cairo’s voice was flat, all business now.

A flutter of fear stirred within her. “You wouldn’t ask me that if you didn’t already know.”

“I wasn’t asking.”

“So?”

He continued: “I saw your husband yesterday.”

Interesting, thought Charity. “Not many people ever realize they’ve seen Bashar. At least not the ones who live to talk about it later.”

“He was using the name Credence.”

“My husband always was the man of a thousand faces.” Or a thousand names, more to the point.

“Bashar ever use the alias Lon Chaney?”

“Some people aren’t so in love with their cleverness as you are, Mr. Cairo. Why are you telling me this?”

“Because you’ve been pulling searches and asking questions that point to something I care about deeply.” Cairo frowned. “I shot a messenger yesterday so Mr. Credence could get a ride in her place. The messenger will be missed, but she’ll never be found.”

“We’ve all killed people.” Memories of Charity’s time in Tehran drifted through her head. A lot of blood and screaming back in her army days. “That doesn’t impress me.”

“This will impress you: the late messenger was from Lightbull.”

Charity’s heart fluttered all over again, to the point where the medical alarms began complaining. She closed her eyes and controlled her breathing. Center, center, center.

The door cracked open. “You all right in there, Ms. Oxham?” Shavonne asked nervously.

“Yes, thanks. We’re just talking.”

After a long moment, the door clicked shut again. Malik would have been more … demonstrative … in his attentions. But she didn’t need rescuing. Nor medical intervention. Not here and now.

Charity took a long look at the man who called himself Joel Cairo. “Perhaps you and I do have much to discuss, sir.”

“Yes. For one thing, Samira Bashar Oxham is going to die in …” His stare unfocused briefly as Mr. Cairo checked some internal data feed. “Twenty-three hours, forty-two minutes and eleven seconds. Plus or minus ten minutes.” His stare focused on her. “She and about a million other people. Unless your husband can do something to stop it.”

“Even Bashar can’t turn back a nuke,” Charity said sadly.

“Not that. Bigger. Much bigger.” Cairo leaned closer, investing his personal energy into her social space. “The zero-pop kill is coming.”

“City killers? Not the island plagues?” She bit back her next words, knowing she’d already given away too much.

“Yes and yes.” His hand rose as if to touch her, then paused. “I had to work with Bashar because there was no time for anything but improvisation. Your husband happens to be a world-class expert at improvisational problem solving.”

“Does he know why you’re working with him?” Charity asked.

“No.” Cairo’s smile was bleak. “A mutual friend helped Bashar find his way. Is there anyone else you’d rather have trying to stop this?”

Her answering smile was as wintry as his, Charity knew. “No, not really.” Me in the old days, she thought but did not say. “What will you do if he can’t stop it?”

“We—I—have someone on the inside of this. Work with them, you can do more than lie here and trip data alarms. So much more, Charity Oxham.”

•  •  •

vii: We’re definitely in meatspace

Bashar thought very, very fast. Around eleven thousand tons of rock was going to make a damned big splash wherever it landed. They didn’t drop mining packages anywhere in Cascadia—wrong hydrography for it. Except the eastern end of the Gulf of Alaska, but no one would ever get the environmental clearances needed to make that big a mess in the vicinity of Glacier Bay. Not to mention affording the fines and fees from the oceanic wildlife and coastal forest natural entities.

Seattle.

His daughter Samira.

Hell.

He knew where and what and now even why. J. Appleseed wanted a rock dropped on their hide, to hide their tracks with darwin. These guys wanted the rock to be more accurate than J. Appleseed’s data, in case of a double-cross. Lightbull probably won either way. That would be how a conspiracy of that nature thought.

No matter how it came out, the losers were Seattle first, the human race second.

Bashar would have to find some way to stop this. His mouth moved distinctly from his thoughts. Even at his current age, he could still multitask well enough to spin convincing bullshit. “J. Appleseed’s distributed. It’s not like they have an office building downtown.”

“Well of course they’re distributed,” wheezed Bibendum.

There was something damned unnerving about that boy. If this was what very many of the orbit-born looked like, then the hard Greens would have to rethink their whole genetic reservoir concept.

The strange, pale kid continued, “None of this would work if they weren’t. But we need to eliminate the computing cores and all the pre-virtualization infrastructure. Now. Get them out of there. If anything survives, even if the AIs don’t double cross us, somebody might find enough evidence to stop the plans.”

Which would be too damned bad if the island plagues didn’t happen worldwide, Bashar told himself. He held his tongue this time.

Lu called up a street-and-infrastructure map of the Seattle metro area on the virteo projection. With a few flicks of his fingers, a series of red spots and dots overlaid the intertwined grids of roads and pathways and core data pipes.

J. Appleseed. All of it. The 4th Avenue offices he’d so recently been ejected from. The computing cores he’d helped secrete within the city’s telecommunications infrastructure some decades back. As well as various warehouses, training facilities and satellite offices. The dots, Bashar realized, were the home locations of remote workers.

Darwin and Appleseed came together here. No wonder they’d bounced him hard from the offices. Somebody high up must have believed he’d twigged to what was coming. Which, in a sense, he had, but not to this degree of detail.

Moselle spoke up as she traced the red overlays with a light pen. “That’s our intel from about two weeks ago, per the Appleseed AIs. Obviously we have the inside material, but we also know that J. Appleseed has a lot of right and left hands that don’t communicate very well. Our sources are the highest, but given that parts of the organization run on the classic cell system, even the top doesn’t know everything about what its various tentacles are doing.” Her grin owed much to sharks and hyenas. “We’re told you people do.”

“Nobody knows everything,” Bashar temporized. He took a shot, adding, “Not even us.”

“Organizational modesty is a new vector for you,” Moselle observed with some obvious surprise.

Who precisely did these people think he worked for? Or with? He tried another shot. “The appearance of infallibility has its uses, but we’re down to targeting time here. Clarity trumps propaganda.”

Bibendum laughed. His mirth was as grating as his speech. “You’re a contractor. Or maybe a convert. None of the birthright Bull Dancers would ever say anything like that.”

The world cracked open inside Bashar’s head. He felt like a man who’d stopped to pick up a twig on the beach and discovered it was the least extension of a huge log buried in the sand.

The Bull Dancers.

Lightbull.

And it all came together for him in an implosion of insight. J. Appleseed and Lightbull cooperating to spread the island plague. A hidden hard Green agenda behind his life’s work with the foundation, not to mention everyone else’s. They planned to crack Seattle like an egg to cover their tracks. Not just J. Appleseed’s tracks. Lightbull’s tracks using the foundation as a front. Which meant the zero-pop rewilding plan hadn’t passed the tipping point yet.

The world could still be saved.

The whole business made a horrific sense. These people had been hired to fake the destruction of J. Appleseed by creating a disaster on an epic scale that would bury the evidence forever beneath a mountain of hot rock, steam and ash, with a million bodies to keep the alleged corpse of the foundation company. A million bodies who’d done nothing to deserve a stone dropped on them from heaven.

Except they wanted to destroy the infrastructure for real. Leave no pockets undisturbed. Which would free Lightbull to go into a radical metastasis and begin the process of launching the island plagues and pursuing zero population. With Seattle a cauldron of hot ash, no one in a position to stop the plan would be able to uncover any evidence in time to be useful.

That was never what they were about. Lightbull had to have suborned the foundation and its AIs decades ago. Perhaps even back when William Silas Crown was alive, Bashar realized, recollecting some of the irregular behavior of the triplet AIs near the end of Crown’s life, when the two of them had briefly been in contact one last time.

He swept the room with his best staff meeting stare, what a colleague used to call his ‘speaker-to-morons’ look. These people thought he was one of them. One of the Bull Dancers who had destroyed his beloved Cascadiopolis all those years ago. That gang of idiots with the helicopter-rocket down at Schaadt’s Shack had been waiting for a contact from Lightbull. Instead, they’d got him.

Everybody eventually made a terminal error. Bashar would do his level best to make sure that taking him into orbit had been theirs.

“You don’t know what kinds of things I’d say, Mr. Bibendum.” He used his coldest voice. A century of being a hard man gave Bashar a tone of authority few could match.

The pink-eyed kid shrank back for the first time. Perhaps no one ever pushed him hard.

Live and learn, Bashar thought with a vicious glee. “Light pen?” he snapped at Moselle.

She tossed him hers. In the microgravity of the conference room, it flew oddly. “Where are we headed right now, by the way?” he asked, with a nod toward the bulkhead.

The look she gave him told Bashar he’d almost blown his newfound cover with that question. “Orbital Zero. Where else?”

The larger of the two asteroids being gutted by Green Space Mining for minerals while simultaneously being hollowed out for long-term habitats. Where the mining packages came from. “Not GSO Prime?”

Moselle grunted and exchanged an unreadable-to-Bashar glance with Lu. Bibendum just glowered.

Bashar turned his attention to the map, still thinking furiously. As a site consultant, he had no power here. He was just a data source and a form of verification. But playing the role of a representative of Lightbull he could wield their power. Perhaps even authority, depending on who’d precisely contracted this job.

“You’ve got most of the coverage correct here.” He traced the same series of hotspots Moselle had minutes earlier.

She glared at him. “All major infrastructure, distributed as it is, has been accounted for.”

The AIs were the core of J. Appleseed. Crown’s old triumvirate of Heinlein, Hubbard and Kornbluth, supplemented by the rest of the board of directors. There hadn’t been a human seated on that board in forty years or more. And AIs could live, well, anywhere their code was compiled and running and properly hardened.

Like cores embedded in Seattle’s subterranean infrastructure.

Or anywhere with enough processing power. In a grove of trees. Inside someone’s head.

Anywhere at all.

“You’re missing some physical plant.” He picked a random location in Bellevue, across Lake Washington from Seattle proper. They wouldn’t have time to do spot checks on the ground. Bashar hoped. “Even J. Appleseed has motor pools, maintenance shops, that kind of thing.” Another random location in the Queen Anne district. He stared at the map a long moment as his thoughts continued to race ahead.

“Mr. Biòu?” prompted Moselle.

“Apologies.” Bashar pulled himself abruptly back to the discussion. He could die here, at any time, for a moment’s inattention, or just the wrong word. He wondered what the first name of his cover alias was supposed to be. Damn it, he hadn’t been in this deep with this little preparation since, well, ever. “I was just thinking about the blast shadow of Capitol Hill. You drop your rock in Elliott Bay, you won’t hit Bellevue with enough force to wipe it. You’ve only got eleven thousand tons, and you’re coming in shallow. That’s admittedly a damned big kinetic payload, but we’re not talking the Chicxulub dinosaur killer here. I can’t think your crater will be more than a few hundred yards wide.”

“About a kilometer, actually.” Lu said, “We’re not trying to nail the whole West Coast with this one. We did consider a strike on Capitol Hill, but that doesn’t bring enough impact into downtown Seattle where our critical targets are concentrated.”

The AIs would be getting out, Bashar thought. There must be physical evidence their concerned about, one-and-done stuff stored as single-copy security in the buried server rooms of J. Appleseed.

“The seawall,” muttered Bibendum.

“What he means,” Moselle added, “is that we want to strike Elliott Bay immediately west of the seawall. The resultant flooding will significantly confuse the issue.”

“What if you come in shallow and skip?” asked Bashar. “Like what happened to Sault Sainte Marie. Nail the bay, then drop the payload on top of or behind Capitol Hill?”

Bibendum fluttered his eyes. “Math on the skip isn’t reliable.”

Moselle nodded. “The degree of confidence on a direct strike is high. Anything else is too complex.”

“And,” Bibendum added, “we won’t be putting enough kinetic energy into the bay with a skip. It’ll make an unholy mess, but not big enough.”

Bashar could appreciate the problem, even from the other side of it. “Then you’ll need to content yourself with obliterating the downtown targets and hope no one cares too much about the outlying locations.” He glanced at the map again. “All the old computing cores are downtown.”

The conversation devolved into an hour’s discussion of precise locations of particular facilities, and their known purposes as well as likely occupants. Such as his daughter. At least Charity was tucked away far enough from Seattle to avoid the direct consequences of such a strike.

Most of what he said was even true, within the context of a certain desperation.

Could he somehow make a secure, anonymous data connection out of this spaceship that his hosts wouldn’t know about? He knew how to tap comsats from the surface, but the channels he relied on weren’t listening for orbit-to-orbit signals.

Bashar realized desperately that he didn’t understand nearly enough about the orbital infrastructure to make a sensible move. He had to be away from these people.

“When we arrive at Orbital Zero, I will inspect the mining package,” he finally announced.

“Why?” Moselle’s voice was flat and hostile.

Bashar stared her down. “So my report will be as complete as possible.”

Bibendum stirred again. “Let him. You know how the damned Bull Dancers are. And we’ll be living with them for a long, long time.”

Which confirmed what he’d already suspected—these people weren’t Lightbull. How many of the hard Greens were? Bashar let his grin grow feral once more. All three of his putative colleagues shrank back.

“I’ll … I’ll need clearance,” Moselle said weakly.

“Lady,” Bashar told her, “we’re the people who issue clearances.”

•  •  •

From greenwiki:

Earth-to-orbit and orbit-to-Earth transport. Since the end of the sponsored heavy lift era at the conclusion of the GSO project, the vast majority of Earth-to-orbit launches are via lighter-than-air vehicles carrying booster sleds to 30,000 meters or higher, then dropping them for independent burn-to-orbit. A few very large corporations and still functional governments have preserved limited classic heavy lift functionality for essentially strategic purposes, but as most non-crewed space assets are now in the form of cube sats or pebble swarms, demand for such heavy lift is infrequent. Space-based industrial capacity has expanded to the point that with the available resources from the Project Precious asteroids, it is generally cheaper to manufacture or construct additional required infrastructure in situ. This is increasingly true at higher mass tiers. The exception to this trend is the limited number of orbital weapons platforms still maintained by the remnants of the 20th and 21st century great powers.

Re-entry is of course another proposition entirely. With the notable exception of the mining packages themselves, there tends to be very little justification for dropping mass back down Earth’s gravity well. The orbital population practices an intense reuse/recycle ethic that meets or exceeds even that of the most dedicated terrestrial Green communities. Human beings are the primary orbit-to-Earth payload, and most of them are returned either via glider or fall bag. Fall bags are a far more expeditious re-entry path than orbital gliders, but plummeting a hundred kilometers to the ground in a sealed environment the size of a small camping tent is a psychological challenge for a surprisingly large percentage of travelers.

•  •  •

viii: Minoan women and Roman mystery cults and the corrida and the American stock market

A number of questions cascaded through Charity’s head. She cursed her perpetual mild fuddlement—a gift of aging, and the medications that helped keep her alive now.

She picked one that seemed safer than pursuing Cairo’s request for her assistance. “How would you know that the messenger you killed was from Lightbull? Bashar’s been looking for Lightbull for decades and has never yet found a lead that solid.”

“Your husband should have listened more closely to William Silas Crown when he was alive.” Cairo tugged the rollaway stool the nurses used close to her bed and sat down. “Crown nearly had it right.”

“Lightbull doesn’t get found unless it wants to be found.” She paused, her thoughts drifting in a dangerous direction. “Or are you one of the Bull Dancers?” Everything seemed ready to collapse in on itself, all the old paranoias and conspiracy theories.

Cairo laughed, his amusement seeming genuine. “I am with Lightbull, yes. But never a Bull Dancer. I have neither the right genetics nor the right sponsors to become one of them, Mrs. Charity Oxham. You have to be born and raised into that lineage. The rest of us are just … agents of destiny.”

Charity set that thought aside for very careful review at some future point.

He continued: “Consider this—every organization has many hands. They do not all communicate. Or agree. The Greens come in hard and soft varieties, yes?”

“Of course.” She and Bashar had been aligned with the soft Greens all along. That agenda had worked through J. Appleseed since Crown’s death had swollen the foundation’s funding with the bequest of his rather considerable fortune. Not to mention his trio of emancipated AIs.

“You might imagine that while all the Bull Dancers leap the horns of fate, if not of an actual bull, they do not all follow the same beat.”

“Bashar always thought Tygre Tygre had come from you,” Charity told him.

“Which ‘you’ do you mean?” asked Cairo. “Our name is legion, for we are many.”

“Many but few. Conspiracies don’t last when they’re run by committee.”

Cairo’s voice dropped. “Minoan Crete was a very, very long time ago.”

“And why are you telling me all of this?” Charity demanded. “Or any of it, for that matter?”

“So you will believe me when I say that thirty-eight centuries of effort comes to a head tomorrow. Not everyone who dances believes this is how the measure should be brought to a close.” He leaned toward her again. “And you can help those of us who oppose this effort.”

It was her turn to laugh. “You expect me to believe that some Bronze Age cult planned to nuke Seattle four thousand years in their future?”

“No.” Patience loomed in Cairo’s voice. “That would be stupid. I hope you will believe that a Bronze Age cult survived, pursuing one end then another, to evolve into something that has an effect on the modern world. The Catholic Church has been around for over two thousand years. How much more improbable is this?”

Charity stared at him. “And after almost four thousand years of secrecy, you decide to come out to me now?”

Cairo shrugged. “How secret is secret? Ever seen the statue of the Bowling Green Bull on Wall Street? We’ve always been here. Always been visible for those with the right eyes. But now … Let me get to the point. Your darwin file is correct but incomplete. Lightbull is behind that effort, working through J. Appleseed.”

“You’ve done something to make Bashar disappear,” Charity said. “He’s gone to ground somewhere.”

“Oh, quite the opposite of going to ground, I assure you. He’s in orbit right now. Trying to keep thousands of tons of rock from dropping on Seattle.”

She was rarely at a loss for words, but that news was just bizarre. “… Bashar? In orbit?”

“If you’d like, I can probably open a low bandwidth channel to him.”

“Yes,” Charity said unthinking. Then: “No. I don’t want to compromise him. And I have to understand. How will him stopping that rock from hitting Seattle keep the island plague from being released worldwide?”

“It won’t,” said Cairo simply. “It will just keep the people behind the island plague from effecting an undetectable disappearance. Then, maybe, they can be dealt with before it’s too late. Cures may be possible, but only with all the relevant records and research in hand as swiftly as possible. Like I said, we have … someone … inside. But they cannot work alone.”

“You couldn’t have done this sooner?” Charity asked.

“These were contingency plans until quite recently. Subject to much disputation. I wasn’t willing to betray my trust for possibilities. Now, well, it is all becoming real. And so treason is born.”

She thought about that for a little while. “Do you have a ride into orbit yourself, Mr. Cairo? Or are you in the hard Green death camp with the rest of us?”

His smile was thin that time. “Well, and that would be another problem with zero population rewilding, wouldn’t it? And so we come to here and now. Where I need your help.”

“What’s in it for me?” Charity asked.

He shrugged. “Saving the world? Some justice for Cascadiopolis.” Cairo pulled a small vial from his pocket, the frosted silver sheen of a nanomed carrier catching her eye. “And perhaps the fountain of youth.” That was accompanied by a wink bordering on the lascivious. “William Silas Crown was not the only one with good medical tech.”

She cleared her throat, feeling her pulse pound to a heady mix of panic, hope and dread. “I think I would like to speak to my husband after all, if I can do so without compromising him.”

•  •  •

ix: They bombed you from orbit just to make their point?

Bashar was discovering the hard way that it was impossible to fake expertise in handling himself in microgravity. Neither Lu nor Bibendum seemed to expect anything better from him, so presumably his cover identity didn’t include any history of orbital operations.

They were hand-over-handing down a series of corridors aboard Orbital Zero itself. He’d assumed rock tunnels, but what he saw didn’t look much different from the corridors on the carrier ship that had snagged the Earth-to-orbit rocket copter he’d ridden up on. It even smelled the same. Bashar was desperate to ask questions, but didn’t dare.

“Mining control is already in late countdown,” Lu said over his shoulder. “You won’t be able to make a long inspection.”

Long inspection, short inspection, it didn’t matter. Bashar wanted to see the damned thing, figure out if there was anything he could do to stop or even redirect it. Not that a rock drop inland would be much of an improvement, but he could at least reduce the body count. As well as keeping these clowns from covering whatever tracks they planned to cover with the strike.

And Samira. His Sooboo.

He didn’t figure on being able to influence the rock drop directly, but maybe he could talk his way into mining control afterward, and … what? Take on an entire habitat’s worth of experienced microgravity dwellers in hand-to-hand combat?

If he ever saw Baldie-with-no-name again, Bashar promised himself he’d beat the man blue, then extract a forced if retroactive briefing from that smiling little bastard.

“Suits,” Lu announced, as they fetched up against a heavy metal door. “Bibendum will take you through the safety drill.”

“You’re not coming?” Bashar was in fact relieved, as the pudgy and indifferent Bibendum was someone he could probably handle even in microgravity. Not Lu, whose physique and style of movement showed all the signs of being an extremely old school ass kicker. With the emphasis on old, but Bashar was perfectly well aware of what an old guy could do. It took one to know one.

“I don’t go Outside much,” Lu admitted.

“Kenophobe,” Bibendum put in. He couldn’t keep the sneer out of his voice. “Fear of the void. A lot of people get seriously jittered Outside.”

Lu said nothing, but Bashar wouldn’t have cared to be on the receiving end of the look he gave Bibendum. Should the kid meet with an accident Outside, here was one man who wouldn’t mourn long.

Belatedly, it occurred to Bashar to wonder if he himself was kenophobic.

•  •  •

Suit drill took about fifteen minutes. It covered everything from breathing patterns to the external emergency purge-and-pop switch meant to be used for rapid extraction in dire situations. Bashar was acutely aware of time crawling, of knowing the launch was in final countdown, of being as badly out of place as he’d ever been in his adult life. Every word, every movement up here in orbit, was him faking it.

Undercover wasn’t a problem. He’d spent literally decades undercover. Being under a cover he didn’t understand in a location he had no information about made him crazy.

At least it was that idiot Bibendum who was droning through the safety precautions and handling instructions. Not Moselle or Lu, who were far more dangerous to him personally. Bashar paid attention—he wasn’t suicidally stupid—but still his mind raced.

The next unstupid thing he needed to do was stop thinking of Bibendum as an idiot. The kid wouldn’t have been tasked to his reception team if he was. Slow and doughy didn’t mean foolish. Or even not dangerous. If nothing else, it was Bibendum who knew all those little things like the airlock passcodes and the pressure suit safety margins. This kid could kill Bashar simply by not speaking up.

“I gave you an all-purpose suit,” Bibendum told him near the end of the safety lecture.

“Why?” asked Bashar.

“Cheaper than the mission-specific equipment. If you find some new way to hurt it or yourself, less of a problem for the rest of us.”

Bashar was momentarily diverted by sheer intellectual curiosity. “What’s the difference between the suit types?”

“There’s engineering suits, and mining suits, and long-duration suits. Those last ones are basically tiny little shuttles in their own right. Each type carries tools and equipment appropriate to the job. What you’ve got? Rated to seventy-two hours for use in re-entry applications.” Bibendum giggled. “Takes a long time to get down by glider. And they have basic atmospheric capabilities, for escape if a re-entry goes wrong. But minimally powered here in orbit. Don’t go jetting around. You’ll run out of juice and have three days to be real sorry about it before you die of asphyxiation.”

“Surely you have search-and-rescue capabilities.”

“All depends on the priority. You’ve already validated the target maps, after all.”

That was an unambiguous statement of his current importance in the local scheme of things. Not to mention a nicely veiled threat. Well, in truth, not even all that veiled.

Then they went Outside.

•  •  •

After about two minutes of being towed by the little booster sled Bibendum was piloting, Bashar recovered his wits. The Earth was … huge. And blue. None of the photography and virteography he’d seen over the years did this view even the remotest justice. The Moon was somewhere else, not in his line of sight, but Orbital Zero stood close and big.

And the stars. The cold, unblinking stars. It wasn’t hard to see where Lu got his terror from. This was like looking down a well the size of the Universe and wondering why you weren’t falling in. Still, Bashar didn’t think he shared Lu’s kenophobia.

Just a respect for the depth of the tumble he’d take if he missed his step up here.

“Nice view, huh?” Bibendum’s voice crackled over a dedicated suit-to-suit channel as he towed both of them through empty space with a little powered sled to which the suits were closely tethered.

“You’re orbit-born, aren’t you?” Bashar asked, confirming an earlier thought. How had he gone all his life without ever seeing this view in person?

The kid’s reply was disgusted. “You think they’d bother to lift someone like me out of the gravity well?”

“Is everyone born up here like you?”

“No.” Then, reluctantly: “I have Yonami syndrome. It’s a genetic disorder unrelated to conception or gestation in orbit. One or more of my grandparents got into some pretty toxic stuff. I also have friable bones, from growing up here without being healthy enough to use the high-gee workout rooms. That can be an orbit-born problem. I’ll never go down the gravity well. Not if I want to keep on living.” It sounded like a rehearsed speech.

Bashar could almost feel sorry for the kid. At least, he would have if Bibendum weren’t neck deep in an effort to murder a million people on Bashar’s home turf.

“So what’s in it for you?” he asked softly. “The rock drop on Seattle. Everything that will come after. Are you actually dedicated to zero population rewilding? Or is this all in a day’s work for Bibendum?”

The response was a while in coming. “It’s just math,” the kid finally said. “That’s what I do. Calculate deorbits and payload trajectories. I’m something of a savant. One of Yonami’s few benefits.” Pride crept into his voice as he spoke. “The computers are smarter and faster than all of us put together, but I’m better at framing the problems and interpreting the results than anyone.”

“You know your math is going to kill a million people not too long from now?” Then three billion more in the next year or two, given the evidence in the darwin file.

“So what? I’ll still be here. Besides, what do you care?” His head twisted to look at Bashar directly, though glare made Bibendum’s visor brilliantly opaque. “It’s your plan, Bull Dancer.”

“Just curious about all our places in history,” Bashar said slowly. He’d often had that same so what, I’ll still be here thought.

The carrier on his subcutaneous relays began to blink in Bashar’s visual field, tweaking his optic nerve. What the hell? Up here?

He twitched the appropriate muscle sequence to accept the transmission. Words began to scroll across his visual field.

cox:: ¿¿¿bashar???

bas:: charity … busy here

cox:: lightbull in my room now

bas:: you going to live?

cox:: not a hit … you know about seattle?

bas:: rock is in front of me

Which was true. They approached something that looked like a tiled-covered sculpture of a big, stubby glider.

cox:: you in orbit?

bas:: yes … trying to stop this

cox:: lightbull says tied to darwin

bas:: short bald man?

cox:: yes

Bashar had a lot he could say to that, but any threats would be empty, any warnings redundant.

bas:: check on schaadts shack … dont know if ill make it home

cox:: save seattle … then come home

bas:: to darwin

cox:: one crisis at a time

That was also certainly true. He realized Bibendum was speaking.

“… not a hell of a lot to see. It’s a rock, covered with heat-resistant tiles, with some attitude jets and control surfaces stuck on. World’s heaviest glider, basically.”

bas:: must go

cox:: love you

“Fly by wire from orbit?” Bashar asked.

“Not if I’ve done my job right,” Bibendum responded with some irritation. “Can’t get a signal through during re-entry burn off, so fly by wire wouldn’t work in any case. That’s where I come in. My job is to plot orbital insertions. Plus this thing has onboard manual control for minor course corrections or relocations before we drop it.”

Onboard manual control? Ah-ha. “Show me the jets and controls. We may need targeting flexibility if there’s another drop like this.”

“You people are idiots,” hissed Bibendum. But he steered the two of them around the blunt end of the mining package and began to point out strapped-on pieces of hardware. Bashar wondered why they bothered, as surely it all burned off during re-entry, but maybe not. He didn’t know anything about this kind of engineering. He wasn’t in a position to learn it now.

Besides, what he really wanted to see was the manual control. Could this hunk of rock possibly have a cockpit? Bashar studied the exterior of Bibendum’s suit, thinking over the safety drill. How quickly could he disable the kid and take control of the situation?

A laconic voice with a thick Australian accent crackled over Bashar’s suit comms. “You blokes got another ten minutes before we nudge her out of here and on her way.”

“Roger that,” Bibendum said. “Tourists,” he added after a moment.

I’ll show you some tourism, Bashar thought. Maybe he’d make the kid ride the rock down.

Then they came upon the little teardrop metal cabin on the dorsal surface of the mining package, tucked far back from the leading edge.

“See?” said Bibendum. “Now let’s get out of here.”

“Hold on a moment,” Bashar replied. He laid one hand on the arm of Bibendum’s pressure suit as if to steady himself. The kid didn’t react, so Bashar’s other hand reached for the emergency purge-and-pop switch.

•  •  •

He hadn’t been sure what to expect. The actual result wasn’t much of anything at all. Just a rush of air that fogged, crystallized and vanished. Bibendum didn’t even make a sound over the suit comms.

“Next time, kid, don’t mess with my people,” Bashar said. It would do, for an elegy.

He unhooked himself from the tow sled, wishing like crazy he had a spare suit to latch on. Before he wrestled with the sled any further, Bashar made sure to hook his safety line to the mining package’s control cockpit. He didn’t think the traffic controller had any telemetry on their suits—Bibendum certainly hadn’t hooked him up to anything that would have done that job.

Bashar got the sled pointed back in the general direction of Orbital Zero. He then discovered the go-button was a dead man rig. Well, that made sense. You wouldn’t want uncontrolled acceleration up here. He made a slipknot out of the slack in Bibendum’s safety line, which was beastly slow work in his own suit gloves, especially given that the line had obviously been engineered to be kink resistant, and therefore was largely knot resistant as well. With any luck, it would spring free fairly quickly and cut the acceleration so as to leave the tow sled moving on its own without further power. That ought to look like a normal flight pattern.

The Australian’s voice eventually crackled over the comms once more. “You two moving out, or headed home the hard way?”

Bashar hazarded a response. “Bibendum’s getting us headed home right now.”

“Roger that. Initial burn in one minute, forty-two seconds.”

These people relied on instrumentation far more than visual contact, he realized. If someone were eyeballing him, they’d already be on to what he was up to.

Bashar re-aimed the sled, which had been drifting, and tugged his slipknot tight. The sled’s compressed gas motors puffed and it slid away, dragging Bibendum’s corpse along.

The absolute silence would eventually drive him mad, he realized. All he could hear was his own breathing, and the occasional whir of some relay or motor in the structure of his suit. Bibendum’s death should have made a noise. The sled ought to whoosh.

He’d seen too many movies and virteos. And they never got the smell right either. His suit stank like an old-fashioned gym locker room. Did all space suits reek like this?

Pushing the thought aside, he contemplated the control cockpit’s tiny hatch. That they surely would have wired into telemetry. He didn’t dare open it until the mining package was far enough into its de-orbit process to be past the point of no return.

Instead he huddled as low as he could so as not to profile himself to any casual visual observation, and studied the hatch mechanism. At home, back on Earth, with just a few not-so-simple mechanical and electronic tools, he could bypass most entry sensors. Here, in space, with nothing but blunt-fingered suit gloves, he didn’t dare risk it.

Bashar wedged himself in tightly and watched the planet loom above him. It was the world, the whole damned world, glowing blue and brown and white and green as night swept in from the curve of the east and clouds danced across the central Pacific

He wondered how many wars would have been stopped if everyone had been shipped upstairs once in their life for this view.

Finally he just waited for the rock’s initial de-orbiting burn, his breath echoing in his ears as the sweat sock stench of the suit crowded his nose, watching the world drift and reflecting on what a terrible, terminal idea this was.

•  •  •

Moselle’s voice crackled over the suit comms. She sounded worried. “Biòu. Where the hell are you!?”

It took Bashar a moment to recall that Biòu was him. The cover identity to which Baldie-with-no-name hadn’t tipped him. He didn’t see much point in answering her, as that would constitute passing intelligence to the enemy. It seemed unlikely that they didn’t know where he was by now.

“Biòu.” She sounded calmer. “Don’t be an idiot. You will die out there. We can still pick you up.”

She was right about one thing. Bashar knew he would die out here. He had no idea if that business about being able to pick him up was true, but he wasn’t going to encourage a test from this end. Besides which, she sounded like she was fishing. Bashar left the control cockpit’s hatch alone a little longer, just in case they thought he was floating around outside Orbital Zero somewhere with the late, unlamented Bibendum.

Her voice crackled a third time. “Damn it, answer me.”

If I could drop a rock on you, lady, I would, he thought, then returned to his contemplation of the eye-boggling majesty of Earth.

The pleas ran on for a while, every minute or two.

When after about fifteen minutes, they shifted to a roaring spate of enraged profanity, Bashar figured his latest cover was well and truly blown, and so he let himself in to the cockpit.

If they could still catch him, well, he’d done everything he could.

•  •  •

Piloting an artificial asteroid in a decaying orbit wasn’t very much like flying a microlight at treetop level over the Cascade forests. But that was all the aviation experience he had.

“Not a hell of a lot to work with here,” Bashar told himself. Then he realized if he could open a comms link to the surface, he might be able to get some advice.

Unfortunately, being tucked into thousands of tons of rock meant his line-of-sight options were severely reduced.

Did the mining package even have a comms capability? That was a technology he did understand fairly well.

The cabin wasn’t pressurized, so all the equipment must be hardened against vacuum and radiation. Which in turn meant nothing looked quite like he expected it to. Still, the rock had to have communications capability—how else would the traffic controllers at Orbital Zero be able to signal for burns and course corrections prior to atmospheric insertion? Bashar suddenly became very interested in cutting off that access.

He finally settled for depowering and unracking the comms rig completely. Then he jacked his suit comms into the antenna line that connected to something somewhere out on the surface of the mining package. Bashar couldn’t imagine using a directional dish on a high velocity throwaway deployment like this—it had to be meters of omnidirectional antenna, hopefully on multiple faces of the rock.

Unsurprisingly, the orbital tech was fundamentally the same as the downside tech. That meant he could use his implanted ultra-low power gear to interface to the suit comms, then boost with the suit comms to the mining package’s antenna.

Bashar told his communication wizard to find a terrestrial connection, and left it to hop bands and ping for handshakes. He then turned his attention to the flight controls.

“The Wright brothers would recognize this.” The rock was flown, if that was indeed the word, by a pair of joysticks and a small rank of thruster controls. They were labeled, but the labels didn’t mean much to him. “Ventral Boost 2” didn’t exactly tell him what it did.

And what was he going to do? Assuming he could alter course, was it better to undershoot or overshoot? If he couldn’t undershoot far enough to put the mining package down in deep Pacific waters, he was probably better off overshooting as far as possible. They wouldn’t be too happy about it in Wenatchee or wherever it was this thing hit in central Washington, but the major damage would be at the impact site and eastward, clear of Seattle and behind some nice, sheltering mountains. With a hell of a lot fewer people involved as either corpses or disaster refugees.

Bashar tried very hard not to think about who else was out there as well.

The problem was knowing what to do. He wasn’t even sure if the right move was to speed the rock up or slow it down.

Then he had a connection. Bashar squirted out Charity’s comms address.

She answered quickly enough. But then, his wife knew where he was and what he was doing. “You still alive?”

Her voice was like a balm to him. The comm lag from surface to orbit and through several satellite bounces was a lot less calming. “A little while longer,” Bashar said.

The response to that was annoying seconds later. “You must still be in orbit.” Charity couldn’t keep the fright from her voice.

“Yes. Coming home the hard way. I’m riding the rock right now.” One last plunge, like Milton’s Satan without a lake of ice to land in.

Nine times the space that measures day and night

To mortal men, he with his horrid crew

Lay vanquished, rolling in the fiery gulf,

Confounded though immortal.

Another lag, some of it emotional, some of it imposed by the relentless laws of physics. “They after you up there?” Charity asked.

“Oh, surely. No idea if they can catch me. I have to assume not.” There hadn’t been any more cursing from Moselle for a while, at least. “I want your help.”

That answer came as fast as the electrons permitted. “What do you need?”

“Someone who knows a lot about orbital mechanics.” He’d killed his last expert an hour or so ago, Bashar realized. But he still didn’t see any way he could have either suborned Bibendum or forced the boy to help him. “I have to find a way to drive this thing not to hit Seattle. All it’s got are attitude jets, and airfoils for the upper atmosphere. So I can’t repoint it at, say, Wake Island.”

Lag. “Where are you going to put it?”

“Pacific, by preference. Otherwise as far east of Seattle as I can make the rock fly.”

She took a long time replying to those words. “That’s, um …”

“Where you are. Yes.” Charity’s med facility, Chelan Heights, was on that vector. “A lot fewer people there,” he said ruthlessly, his heart breaking slowly.

More lag. “I’ll find you a pilot. Can I call you back?”

“Operational security is well and truly buggered on this one,” Bashar said. “Doesn’t matter who’s listening in now. Just use the usual address. It’ll find me.”

More lag, emotional again, he thought. “All right.” she added after a moment. “It will be okay.”

“I love you, too. It’s been a good life.”

He set about calling his daughter at work in Seattle. Bashar knew he needed to warn Sooboo to get out of whatever J. Appleseed subbasement she worked in these days. Just in case none of this made a damned bit of difference and the rock came down hard there after all.

•  •  •

x: Observing her father’s mindless decay for some years now

Samira Bashar Oxham felt her earbud buzz again. She ignored it again. Whoever it was had to be an insistent bastard. Not to mention in possession of some righteous comms code overrides. J. Appleseed wasn’t the easiest organization in the world to just call up.

She was tracking a bug in the mass accounting somewhere within the final three years of heavy lift launch budgets under the now-defunct Green Space project. It was quite unclear if the bug was a numbers problem on the data analysis side, or someone had been filching ground-to-orbit throw weight by the tens of kilograms per flight. The GSO-26 through GSO-28 mission series were all suspect.

Even though the last launch, GSO-28-09, was six years in the past, this continued to be an issue. The possibilities for espionage from black cargo were immense, for one thing.

Dataflow ghosts spun around Sabo, weighted by relevance and degree-of-confidence, interconnected with thin webs of color- and intensity-coded audit trails. At the moment, she was most interested in the physical audits, actual weights-and-measures checks on launch payloads. Translucent virteo images of men and women in bunnysuits stuttered in the background, synthesized from the GSO launch facility’s ubiquitous surveillance. Much as would be found in virtually any industrial premises. She could almost smell the ozone-and-cleanser scent of a highly secured facility.

Her own workspace wasn’t nearly that secure. Just a base model productivity pit with drink dispensers and a cocoon bag, like any wage slave anywhere. Even if she slaved for something different from most office drones.

Sabo’s earbud buzzed again. Same haptic encoding as the last two attempts. The damned thing was stupidly retro, but it had its uses.

“Sweet Jesus and the twelve,” she muttered, finally tapping in the call. “What!?” The sharp bark disturbed the data that swirled translucent around her.

“My dear Sooboo.” An eerily familiar voice crackled on the other end of a low bandwidth circuit afflicted by lightspeed lag. Or at least, filtered to sound like it.

“You …” That voice was the touch of a warm autumn wind, the scent of samosas crackling in oil over a wood fire—a key to memory. Her father’s face. His dense, old arms around her as a little girl. Her parents laughing over some joke too ancient even for the expert systems in the datacloud to explain. “I thought you were dead,” she snapped. Hoped, more like it, but even now, Sabo could not say that to her father.

No one else had ever called her ‘Sooboo.’ Even some black hat messaging her with a voice simulator wouldn’t have known to do so. It was better than any password. The ultimate in know-your-neighbor security.

Her father was a man whose first posthumous biography had been written a decade before she was born. Sabo should have known better than to believe he was gone from the Earth. Bashar was fucking immortal, insofar as she could tell.

“Life is more convenient that way,” he admitted.

That was her dad, all right. Classic Bashar. Funny as a thrown knife, serious as a heart attack. “What in the name of Wall Street do you want?”

More line crackle, more lightspeed lag. “I’ve only got a little time. Listen …” he drew a long breath. “Get out of Seattle. Now. This minute. Get the hell away from Elliott Bay. At least thirty miles north or south if possible. Behind the highest elevation you can find. Do not head east.”

Miles? Miles? Who the fuck talked about miles anymore? Except century-old men with bad attitudes.

Her own anger, never far from view, bobbed to the surface. “Now? I’m busy, God damn it. What are you on? I don’t hear from you for over ten years, Mom won’t talk about whatever happened between you two, and you call me up and tell me to leave town now!?”

Something blipped hard on the line, interference or monitoring, Sabo couldn’t tell. Again that lag. Was he bouncing off a daisy chain of comsats? With her father, anything was possible.

“I’m coming home the hard way, Sooboo. Nobody’s going to like this splash.”

She groaned. “Oh, god, Dad. Are you nuking Seattle?”

“Just about. Get out.” Another deep breath. “Please.” That was followed by a burst of static.

Sabo hadn’t heard her father say ‘please’ since she was four years old. “Bugger off, Dad. Call someone who gives a shit.”

He had no answer, just more static and the kind of voice ghosts that turned up when the latency went off the map and the circuit wasn’t sufficiently filtered to compensate.

She cut the line and went back to the mass accounting data. After a couple of minutes chasing phantoms in the visualization, she gave up and instantiated a window into the current open source low earth orbit tracking.

If something was moving out of place up there, maybe, just maybe, she’d take her father seriously.

He’d said ‘please,’ after all.

And Elliott Bay.

Really?

•  •  •

Many hours later, the mining package skipped roughly across the upper atmosphere. Behind him, and immediately above him, Bashar could see a blaze of heat and light. “It’s shallow angle entry with a semicontrolled glide,” he told himself out loud. Small reassurance.

At least Moselle and Lu couldn’t get at him here. Slightly more reassurance.

The noise was ungodly. To think he’d complained that space was silent. Even inside the cockpit, enclosed in the pressure suit, the howling and buffeting threatened to stun him. Bashar repeatedly shut his eyes and tried to meditate. This was about as effective as doing so in the middle of a firefight, but it was still more constructive than screaming his head off in pain and terror.

He was out of comms, as well, for the duration. Too much interference from the raw chaos of the burn, as well the mining package’s ablative coating ablating, or whatever it was doing. Not to mention the racket onboard would have kept him from hearing anything anyway.

Did people ride this down at other times? That would explain the cockpit. A potentially less traceable surface insertion than a fall bag or a glider either one, especially when the lucky pilot bailed out at a fairly low altitude and deployed a wingsuit or microlight glider.

Bashar refused to wonder if he would survive the ride. That hadn’t been much of an option from the beginning of this misbegotten affair. What information Charity had come up with before he’d lost comms hadn’t been helpful. Using the boosters in a decaying orbit wouldn’t do much, she’d told him. Minor course adjustments intended to ensure the attitude of the mining package was correct when it encountered the thicker layers of the atmosphere. Even Bashar knew how critical that was. And the rock had no capacity for large-scale course redirects—that was done with the initial positioning, which had been completed long before he’d even gotten into orbit. Otherwise he could have just flown it into the Canadian Rockies or something.

Any control he achieved would be with the airfoils in atmosphere.

So Bashar divided his time between not-panicking about the rough ride and a hunt for the autopilot, or whatever autonomous system managed the lower stages of descent. The late, unlamented Bibendum had made it clear they weren’t controlling that from orbit.

He wound up unhooking every component that was obviously not a flight control. Five pieces of rack-mounted equipment in all. Loose they were a terrible hazard, so he slotted them back into their racks reversed. The empty circuit connections stared at him like baleful silver eyes.

When the mining package stopped jouncing and howling so much, and the fire above his head guttered to mixed streaks of brightness and ash, Bashar figured they had gone from a ballistic mode to at least semi-controlled atmospheric flight. He took over the joysticks to see if there was anything like wing bite.

The problem now was an almost complete lack of navigational instruments. This wasn’t intended to be flown from the cockpit. There was no forward view. All he had was an altimeter, a compass, an airspeed indicator and a GPS readout.

Which at the moment told him he was at 81,400 meters, headed almost due east, making Mach ten somewhere over the Pacific Ocean.

No one bailed out at this altitude and airspeed. Not anyone who wanted to survive the first step.

Bashar fought the controls in an effort to keep the nose up as high as possible. He wanted to make the glide path shallower, so as to overshoot the landing zone. Surely he’d already messed up their careful calculations to drop this into Elliott Bay just west of the New Seawall, but he needed to miss by miles. Kilometers. A lot of them, whichever they were.

His sensorium flickered as text came into being, superimposed on his visual field.

cox:: ¿¿¿bashar???

cox:: they bombed Schaadts shack

Schaadt’s? Had Baldie-with-no-name been a victim or the perp? He’d bet vinos-to-dollars he knew the answer to that, given what a slick bastard Baldie had turned out to be. Trail of bodies in his wake kind of guy. Everything at Schaadt’s had been a set up. Lightbull, the hard Greens, did it even matter who?

No.

More to the point, Charity’d found some bandwidth that could reach him. Well, he had lost a lot of his burn. But this just wasn’t the time.

bas:: not now … im saving the world

cox:: one more thing … samira is getting out of seattle

His relief at that news was bone deep. His daughter had listened to him. Something had been salvaged. I have won, Bashar thought. At least the smallest and most important of victories. But time was slipping, fast.

bas:: thank god and all the little fishes

cox:: love you

bas:: this isnt goodbye

God, he wished that was true.

He kept pulling the nose up. Was he going to make it?

No matter what happened, someone would have to deal with Lightbull, with the hard Greens in orbit, with the darwin file and the island plagues, with J. Appleseed’s rogue AIs.

A few governments still had surface-to-orbit missiles. Could he convince the United States Air Force to nuke Orbital Zero? As for the rest of it …

bas:: dump everything to sooboo … all data … all of it

bas:: someone has to take on lightbull and finish this

bas:: ¿¿¿charity???

bas:: ¿¿¿charity???

bas:: ¿¿¿charity???

Had she received that?

•  •  •

At 4,000 meters, the mining package’s airspeed dropped below Mach one. Bashar figured he was close to the Olympic peninsula. Even a hard stop in the mountains there would be better than nailing Seattle. But he was pretty sure he’d clear the peaks, and if he cleared the peaks, he’d clear Seattle.

Mt. Howard east of Seattle was a little over 2,000 meters. Bashar figured it was even money on striking the Cascades there or just clearing them as well to nail some poor bastard farmer in the Palouse.

Or his own wife.

It was nut-cutting time. Ride the rock down, keeping the nose up as hard as he could, or step outside and check the weather? Bashar had no way to know for sure. All he could do was guess. Bibendum had said the suit had basic atmospheric capabilities. He’d have ten or fifteen seconds to figure it out. Must be a wingsuit, since there wasn’t enough mass on the back to hold a pop-up microlight.

Unfortunately, he knew how to fly a microlight. Wingsuits were a mystery to him.

Bashar hoped like hell Samira would take the larger problem and run with it as she escaped the drop zone. He wasn’t sure he would ever hit the ground alive. And Charity …

“I’m sorry,” he said to no one in particular as he popped the cockpit’s hatch, and stepped out into the screaming wind that snatched him away from the rock like the hand of God.

His suit was smoldering, Bashar realized as he spun high in the air over the rugged terrain of the Olympic Peninsula, buffeted by the searing trail of his erstwhile craft.

The suit stiffened and puffed to slam him hard where he’d expected to fall. Now he was spinning, not plunging.

Bashar spread his arms wide like a starfish. Did this damned rig have jets?

Well, of course it did, for maneuvering in microgravity, but they wouldn’t likely be affecting him here.

His spin turned into a swooping curve. Ahead of him, the mining package left a contrail of smoke and debris as it crossed Puget Sound. Behind him was … he bent his head … smoke.

No wonder his legs were getting hot. His suit was on fire.

Damn it.

Stop, drop and roll wouldn’t cut it. Not here two miles up in the air.

If he’d simply fallen, he’d have hit the ground by now. Instead, Bashar was in a kind of spiral glide over what looked like the eastern end of the Olympic National Forest. Not a good landing zone for a man coming in hot, hard and aflame. He tried to steer toward Puget Sound, or at least the Hood Canal.

Looking up again, he watched the mining package drop toward Seattle as the eastern sky faded to dusk.

“Oh shit oh shit oh shit oh shit,” Bashar said.

It cleared the downtown skyscrapers like the fist of God, then, also like the fist of God, barely cleared Capitol Hill.

A cloud of steam and ash shot up when the rock hit Lake Washington. Even as he watched, the blast tore the top off Capitol Hill. Most of Bellevue was toasted, too, surely. But Seattle.…

Seattle hadn’t died. Knocked hard, yes. Fucked, yes. But not dead. And people would come looking now to figure out what happened. Hard people, like the man he had been.

He had won. His daughter was still alive, and so was Seattle.

His suit aflame, his eyes full of tears, Bashar turned his face toward the sparkling waters and let himself plunge. Milton’s words came into his mind as he fell.

I toiled out my uncouth passage, forced to ride the untractable abyss, plunged in the womb of unoriginal night and chaos wild.

“Good-bye, Samira,” he told the world.

•  •  •

cox:: ¿¿¿bashar???

cox:: ¿¿¿bashar???

cox:: ¿¿¿bashar???


Let Me Hide Myself in Thee

Samira Bashar Oxham breathed deeply to hold her profanity at bay, then let it loose when she remembered the empty work pits around her. No one to be offended or distracted by it here in the empty subbasements beneath J. Appleseed. That, she reflected, was the joy of working the weekend. 

She’d spent weeks chasing down discrepancies in her employer’s records, layers uncovered while chasing a bug in the heavy lift mass budgets and now, just as her leads became promising, data was vanishing like rats from a sinking ship.

And then there’s my father.

She never heard from the man, never knew from moment to moment if he was dead or alive, and then suddenly, he’s calling to warn her out of Seattle with veiled threats of death from above.

Near as she could see it, the occasion called for more profanity and she offered it up on the altar of her Saturday. 

As if summoning Old Scratch himself, Sabo’s earphone chirped. She sent it to voice mail with a blink. It chirped again and she did the same again. On the fifth attempt, she clicked in, her voice sharp and cold. “I’m busy right now, Dad.”

“Not Dad,” the voice answered. 

“Mom?” Something in Charity Oxham’s voice tickled Sabo’s ear. When was the last time she had spoken to them both on the same day? Or within the same ten minutes? She recognized the tickle for what it was: Apprehension. “What’s going on?”

“Listen to your father, Sabo.”

The words found their intended button and Sabo sucked in her breath as dozens of past conversations flooded the moment. 

She couldn’t remember the substance of those conversations—they were about whatever argument-of-the week a headstrong teenage daughter might fall into with the likely genetic source of her stubborn nature. Still, she remembered her mother’s laugh and the words that always followed after. “Don’t listen to your father,” she would say. Then, the smile would fade and her eyes would go hard. “But someday, Sabo, you’re going to come to me and I’m going to tell you to listen to him. When that happens, you’d damned well better listen.”

Now, her mother’s voice took on an urgent note. “Do you understand me, Sabo?”

“Leave Seattle?”

“Immediately,” Charity Oxham said. “Go. There’s a ride waiting on the roof.”

The roof? Sabo opened her mouth to ask but her mother continued. “I’m sending you a present from your father. You know where to go to pick it up.”

She did. Being raised by green wolves in the new world order had given Sabo an edge that most of her friends and colleagues lacked. She’d spent the bulk of her childhood moving between the hidden cities, living from backpacks and learning her reading, writing and arithmetic from a portable AI tutor provided by the Foundation while her parents did work she knew little about even to this day. But part of that work was a family-wide brutal form of know-your-neighbor security that they had meticulously trained their daughter in, with safe houses and drop sites. And before Bashar had gone off even his extremely limited version of the grid entirely a decade earlier, there’d even been a close network of people through which Sabo knew she could always find her parents and vice versa if ever there were need. 

Of course, her father had dismantled that network before disappearing. And now suddenly, he was back.

Sabo forced her attention once more to the voice in her ear. “Is Dad okay?”

Her mother’s voice was unreadable. “Your father can take care of himself. Now get the fuck out of there. Get off their network and make your way to the roof.” She paused and Sabo thought she heard indecision in her mother’s voice. “Quietly, Sabo. Eyes wide open.”

She nodded even as her hands moved over the light screen suspended above her desk, logging herself off of a dozen systems as her eye moved to the door. “Okay, Mom. I’m going.”

“Good.” Charity’s voice was distant, distracted. “I love you.”

“I love you, too.” Her father had said the same—another rarity in the Bashar-Oxham Tribe of Three. And one that spoke of something Sabo couldn’t fathom but had to respect.

Her parents were afraid.

“Call me when you get the package,” her mother added. 

“I will.” Then, when the line hiccupped into quiet, Sabo hung up and started moving files from her desk into her iSys.

Something flashed behind her left eye and she paused, her hands at the corners, ready to collapse the shimmering screen. It was an IM on a messenger program old enough that she didn’t recognize it, asking her to approve a file transfer.

She looked to the door again and then back to the screen. “What is this?” she mumbled to herself.

She approved the transfer and, a second later, pulled the audio file into her server along with everything else. Then she closed the screen, blinked her pit-lights off and made for the center aisle and the door that waited at the other end. She was in the hall moving toward the elevator when the file opened.

A simple line of music played in her left ear. It was unfamiliar and crackling with age. Something preserved from as far back as the vinyl years, she suspected. It was a gospel choir accompanied by an organ and piano.

“Rock of ages, cleft for me,” they sang, “let me hide myself in thee.”

An IM window opened behind her left eye. Y OR N appeared in bright blue font. 

She crooked her index finger to enter ‘Y’ then paused. I don’t understand, she sub-vocalized. 

The file played again. Louder now in her earbud. “Rock of ages cleft for me, let me hide myself in thee.” 

More words reproduced themselves in the window beneath hers.

I HAVE INFORMATION REGARDING GREEN SPACE MASS BUDGET DISCREPANCIES. There was a pause. Then: LISTEN TO YOUR FATHER, SABO. Y OR N?

Fuck. Sabo stood at the elevator now and pushed the button. She needed to be leaving. Her ride was waiting, whatever her mother had meant. She sighed. Yes.

The response was instant. L2 SERVER ROOM STACK 7.

The doors whispered open and she slipped inside the elevator. She pressed the button for L2 and tapped her foot impatiently as the elevator whispered upward. 

The floor was quiet and Sabo approached the server room quickly. Its hatch was a security wet dream, with bioptic scanners, thumbprint locks and an old-fashioned numeric code sequencer.

And it was open. Just a crack, but open nonetheless. That kind of security lapse was unheard of.

Unless I was meant to find it open, she thought. Convenient. Or perhaps not, given that she needed to be on the roof right now.

She pulled the hatch wide, a wash of cold air rushing outward. Her iSys accommodated for the dim light by dialing up her ocular implants. She scanned the large numbers above each stack until she found the seventh.

Sabo slipped into the cage and looked around. She didn’t recognize this particular server though from the case design and the relatively clunky power supply she suspected it was older than the others nearby. The machine hummed quietly, its diagnostic cable hanging loose. 

The instant message window flashed to life again. UPLOAD FILE SMA.EXE. Y OR N?

“Who is this?” She watched her voice-rec translate the words into an orange flashing font. The audio clip replayed, then its single line of lyrics appeared in the same orange font.

ROCK OF AGES CLEFT FOR ME, LET ME HIDE MYSELF IN THEE. Y OR N? 

She took hold of the cable and tipped her head to the side, brushing her hair away from the small jack at the base of her skull. External bio-ports were rare—a throwback to earlier times—but sometimes old tech was the most reliable and discrete. One trip to an underground wetware hack shop and she could move data in and out of her iSys without touching the grid. Still, that also meant whatever she brought in would also dodge the normal safety protocols that kept her—and the online world—protected on the net. Whoever brought her here knew she had the port. And had left the hatch ajar.

Nothing about it smelled right.

I should leave, she suddenly thought. I should drop the cable and run for the elevator.

In the midst of her hesitation, the earbud crackled to life again. “Listen to your father, Sooboo,” Bashar’s voice whispered from far away.  

Fuck. She held her breath, ported in and checked the connection. “Yes,” she finally said and watched the letters appear behind her eye. 

The data package hit her iSys like a shovel to the head. White light spider-webbed her vision and a loud roar brought vertigo upon her that threatened nausea. She fell forward against the server rack and gasped, her hand scrambling to disconnect the cable. 

What the fuck? Whatever was being pushed into her personal system didn’t fit cozily and her internal neural safety protocols were trying to push back. Of course, they weren’t nearly as robust as the net’s protocols and it was a losing battle. She found the cable but couldn’t make her fingers work. They kept slipping over the surface of it and when Sabo finally did have a grip, she didn’t have the strength to pull it free. Her arm fell limp to her side.

Sabo slid to her knees, a roaring pulse pushing at her temples from within her skull. Her vision morphed from white lace to gray and she gave in to the nausea, vomiting onto the cage’s plain metal floor. When she went the rest of the way down, the cable snapped loose from her neck. The edge of the server cabinet clipped the side of her head, sending the gray light spinning into dark. 

She came around to the smell of coffee, sour milk and bile in the puddle beneath her cheek. Her head ached and she sniffed again, now aware of the strong reek of iron. She touched her nose and looked at the blood that smeared her fingers. The IM window was open behind her left eye, the orange font flashing at her:

UPLOAD COMPLETE. 

She blinked and pulled herself up to her knees slowly. Her ear bud crackled and popped to life. “We have to go, Sooboo.” 

Dad? She touched the sore spot on the side of her head and winced. “I know,” she said.

“Then get up.” 

Sabo closed her eyes against the ache and climbed to her feet. “Okay. I’m up.”

But her body felt sluggish, her eyes wanting to close as she leaned against the server cage. Now, her father’s voice was firm, the tone of command she once feared and more recently loathed. “Get going, soldier. You’re out of time.”

She cast one guilty glance at the mess in the bottom of the server cage, then let herself out carefully. Her legs were rubber but she forced them to carry her through the server room’s hatch and back to the elevator.

She pressed the button for the roof and settled against the wall as it began to climb. She was halfway to the top when she remembered her father. “Are you still there, Dad?”

No answer. 

Sabo pulled the log with the twitch of an eyelid and scanned it for a callback number. Of course, he was smarter than that. Neither his earlier call nor the most recent appeared in the log.

The elevator whispered open onto the roof and she stepped into the wind that her ride kicked up. It was long and dark and silent, its gyros making a high-pitched whine that tickled her inner ear. The passenger door folded up and a man wearing a Patriot, Inc. uniform leaned toward her.

“Ms. Oxham?”

“Bashar-Oxham,” she corrected. “You must be my ride.” She took in the unmarked copter. It was one of the new McDonnell Douglas four-seaters, designed primarily for urban combat support. She climbed into the passenger seat and fasted her belt. “I’m glad Mom still has some friends at Patriot Inc.” 

The pilot nodded. “She has plenty of those. I’m Carmichael.”

She opened her mouth to say something but the words were lost when her father’s voice filled her ear again. “Go, Sooboo, go!”

“Let’s fly,” she told the pilot. 

“Where to?” The engine’s whine built as the copter lifted and moved over the edge of the roof. Beyond the tinted matrix-spun transparent sapphire she saw Seattle spreading out beneath her, bathing in an uncharacteristically warm winter sun. To her right, Puget Sound reflected back the sunlight.

“South,” she said. “There’s a Hawking Grove there I need to visit. Shadows-in-Line-With-the-Moon.”

“I know the place.” Carmichael got busy being a pilot. 

As they accelerated south, she felt the slightest change in the atmosphere. There was a sudden burst of noise on the pilot’s headset and she heard him gasp even as lights started flashing on his console. “Hang on,” he said, casting a glance up and behind them. She found herself pressed back into the chair as their speed built even more and she twisted herself to see what he was seeing.

Fuck.

Behind and above, the sky was filled with fire as something massive fell upon them. She felt the copter shake as a hot wind tore at it as they shimmied to the left and dropped suddenly. The pilot regained control over the aircraft as they sped away south, climbing as they went.

She felt the impact down in her teeth, the sound of it a roaring like nothing she’d ever heard. The winds were stronger now and Sabo was distantly aware of alarms going off in the cockpit as the pilot’s hands scrambled over the control panel. The copter bucked and twisted against the wind as her stomach turned with the sudden turbulence that shook them like a rat in a dog’s unrelenting jaws.

Fuck.

She looked over her shoulder and gasped. Smoke and fire choked out the horizon to their rear where a city once sprawled and the weight of it settled upon Samira Bashar Oxham’s shoulders. 

Seattle was gone. 

And somehow, her parents had known what was coming and warned her away.

The pilot gave echo to the voice in her head and when he said the word, his voice was cold and hollow. “Fuck.”

•  •  •

They set down near the Hawking Grove. Sabo studied the small group gathered near the trees. Already, people wore bandanas tied around their mouths, breathing through the wet cotton as they shuffled into the grove with empty eyes.

“I’ll be right back,” she said.

The pilot looked up from the console and nodded. “Hurry.” She could hear the rush of static in his headphones and knew the channels had to be choked now as they tried to ascertain what exactly had struck Seattle and how much of that city it had carved away.

And as they tried to figure out where to start pulling survivors out of the rubble and seawater.

Sabo slammed the hatch behind her and made her way quickly to the grove’s single cobblestone path. She couldn’t help but look north, watching the cloud that continued to rise there where a city had been. In the distance, she heard disaster alert sirens.

What have the two of you gotten into? She couldn’t remember exactly when it was that she first felt a parental impulse toward her parents. It might’ve been around thirteen or fourteen, and they’d largely laughed at her attempts to assume that role but they’d never corrected her.

“Worrying about what we’re up to,” her father had told her back then, “will only make you tired, Sooboo.”

She moved into the grove, letting its security and network protocols tickle her as it read who she was as she inhaled the scent of pinesap and old needles. Of course, her parents being her parents, she also had to offer up answers to a half dozen other questions before the grove granted her access.

Even still, she was unsurprised that they’d paid for the deep-down security only afforded by the grove’s expansive root system, which meant a hardwire data transfer. She moved to the tree that flashed the implant in her left eye, studying its branches for a port cable, even as her right eye took in the other people moving beneath the grove’s canopy of sheltering branches. Most were haggard, their faces drawn in lines of worry, their eyes darting north despite the view being blocked.

How many lost? At its peak, the city had boasted maybe a population of three million, its citizens packed into massive strato-rises tethered to an already crowded downtown corridor. But the city was shrinking again as people moved inland, joined the seasteads or went abroad. The seawalls were keeping up with the rising Pacific but the cost of holding the future at bay was translating into higher taxes and an overall higher cost of doing business for the green industries that had helped rescue the coastlands to begin with. Even her own employer, the J. Appleseed Foundation, had started looking into relocation. Those vanishing companies and their payrolls had cut that population easily in half. Still, the city would be typically be full of people during the middle of a workday, despite telecommuting mandates and quotas. It would be harder to calculate a typical Saturday population.

Fuck. There had been an impact but no blast that she was aware of beyond the relatively minor wave of heat that had pummeled the chopper as they’d fled south. The ‘net buzzed with the news but she didn’t have time to scan more than headlines. First glance, an asteroid strike had taken out downtown Seattle.

Sabo found her own eyes drifting north until a familiar orange font caught her attention.

TRANSPORTATION BEING RE-DIRECTED. ATTEMPTING COUNTERMAND. Her ear bud crackled, her father’s voice suddenly filling her head. “Hurry, Sooboo.”

She blinked and glanced at the copter. “Dad?”

“Get what you need. We need to go.”

She stood before the flashing tree now and reached up into a leafy branch, her fingers closing around the data jack. She pulled it down and held it to the back of her neck, starting at the sudden memory of vertigo and vomit that ambushed her. Closing her eyes and crossing her fingers, she plugged in.

Sabo went through another layer of security with the grove and initiated the download. It wasn’t a large packet—certainly within her wetware’s limits—and she was surprised when the download terminated due to lack of memory. She ran it again, not believing the results even a second time. Perplexed, she still refused to believe it until she checked the memory level and saw it, then checked for the program that had consumed every bit of space on her iSys, extending deep into the wetweb that served as overflow.

SMA.EXE.

The executable file she’d downloaded from that J. Appleseed server. She blinked voice-recog on. “What is SMA?” The words appeared, flashing in orange, as she spoke them into the chat window.

Her father’s voice answered even as his own words appeared. “I am, Sooboo. But there isn’t time for that now. We need to go.”

“Mom thought this was important; she sent the helicopter. Whatever is going on, I’m sure we need this.” Even as she spoke, something tickled at her memory. What had her mother said?

I have a present from your father. “She said it was from you,” she added. Of course, now she couldn’t be sure of that. Or sure that it was actually her father whispering in her ear.

But she was sure of one thing. Something had gone wrong in that last download. Her implants were malfunctioning …or worse, her mind was. Her phone hadn’t been able to dial out since the impact and she knew she couldn’t be hearing her father’s voice. She’d checked her call log and there had been no calls since her mother’s warning what seemed hours ago.

“I will analyze the packet and save any relevant data,” her father told her. “Steady yourself.”

She opened her mouth to protest even as she leaned against the tree. Her body spasmed. Then her head tingled, building to a sharp, hot ache. 

All of the trees were flashing now and she was vaguely aware of a dozen sirens going off both internally and externally even as she pieced together what her father’s voice told her. She didn’t have the memory to store, let alone analyze, the data but someone or something else had something better. It was using her connectivity to hack the grove, bending the grove’s vast memory resources to access and analyze her mother’s packet.  

It didn’t take long. The orange font appeared: SALIENT DATA RECOVERED. 

Sabo pulled the jack free, aware again of a nausea that flooded her. She steadied herself against the tree. The sirens still blared around her but there was no evidence of any security presence. Of course, that didn’t surprise her. Whatever happened up north certainly trumped a suburban grove-hack of less than three minutes.

She followed the path back out, scanning ahead for the copter. She held her breath until she saw it waiting ahead. The pilot watched her through narrow eyes when she climbed back inside. “Someone out there loves you,” he said. “I was ordered back; then, just as I was lifting off, it was countermanded by the White House.”

Sabo nodded. “Someone out there does love me.”

At this point, she had no idea who. Neither her father nor her mother had anything close to the level of skill required to hack a grove. They were both hellaciously talented people, but not in that direction. She couldn’t think of anyone she knew that could pull that off, even with the best equipment, much less through her iSys by way of a file transfer cable. 

And with results in under three minutes. An impressive level of skill.

Sabo didn’t realize Carmichael was speaking until he touched her arm. She looked at him. “I’m sorry?”

“Where to next?”

She blinked. “I don’t know.”

“Chelan Heights,” her father whispered in her ear.

Mother, of course. “Chelan Heights,” she told the pilot.

Carmichael banked the helicopter east. The ash and debris fell now, pelting the metal skin and the tinted sapphire canopy. She closed her eyes against the wave of grief that struck her again and settled in for the ride.

She pulled up the instant messenger window, activated her embedded optical communication wizard and blinked her words. I know you’re not my father, she sent. 

“You’re correct,” his voice whispered in her ear. “His voice samples were on file in your iSys and in the J. Appleseed Foundation security cluster. I thought his voice would facilitate a more effective working relationship for us.”

“Boy, you got that one wrong,” she muttered. So who are you then? And what is this working relationship you speak of?

“I am SMA. And our working relationship began the moment you agreed to download me.”

What was the choir singing in that audio clip that started this? Rock of ages, cleft for me, let me hide myself in thee.

She pondered a moment, then sent the question that she so carefully shaped. You hid something in me to avoid it being destroyed by Dad’s asteroid strike?

“Almost, Sooboo,” the voice whispered and she understood the truth of it before it continued. It settled into her belly with a flutter. “I hid myself in you to avoid being destroyed by the asteroid strike. So that we can prevent a much greater catastrophe.”

Let me hide myself in thee. She released held breath as she realized more fully what she had agreed to. And this time, she whispered the words and her voice recog picked them up, dropping them into the chat window in bright orange font. “AI, then?”

Carmichael glanced over. “What?”

“Yes,” SMA answered.

She ran back over her knowledge of J. Appleseed. They had well over a dozen AIs involved at various levels in the org, including the triumvirate of Heinlein, Hubbard and Kornbluth, left to the Foundation by William Silas Crown. She knew of those but she’d not heard of SMA. I am not familiar with you, she sent.

I am not a part of the organization’s stated IT inventory, the AI answered. My existence is unacknowledged; it was a secret my parents hoped to keep.

Badly enough to drop a rock on you, she thought. She opened her eyes and saw that they flew over the foothills now, making their way east. To the south, Mount Rainier rose up stoic and white with snow. To the north, Mount Baker did the same. She didn’t need to look behind her to see the smoke and desolation there. She closed her eyes again, satisfied with their course. 

Easily a dozen questions vied for preeminence but something SMA had said earlier brought her back around. And what is the greater catastrophe we’re going to prevent?

“Watch and see, Sooboo,” her father’s voice whispered.

The data began to scroll behind her closed eyes.

•  •  •

Sabo watched and saw, her anger rising as she did. The missing mass accounting data was here—bioware smuggled into orbit, for God only knew what purpose—and more. A tug of the single thread of those mass budget discrepancies exposed even more threads and the new threads unraveled the fabric of deception quickly. Executive session notes going back to the transition of human members off the board—forty years ago—and still more financial shell games for the creation of facilities she assumed must be intended to house the Appleseed AI beyond humanity’s exit stage left. And medical research—lots of medical research—for a Foundation primarily committed to community and economic development.

Zero population rewilding, managed by AIs of our own making, she thought. What was to remain of humanity was already tucked away, a remnant cast into space and away from the garden that had been their cradle. While our electronic children repair what we’ve done to our own mother.

The first step had been to move humans into space. The second, to remove any evidence of J. Appleseed’s complicity in it and the third …

darwin. The present from her father by way of her mother.

All of it was there. Except for how exactly this particular plague was to be visited upon them.  

“We’re here,” Carmichael announced as he banked the helicopter around the massive building that rose up ahead of them.

On a clear day, the federal retirement facility, Chelan Heights, rose high enough above the eastern Cascade foothills to see the lake it was named for. The Heights, so-called by its tenants, was three hundred floors of varying degrees of assisted living for the top tier of government retirees. Her mother was in that upper echelon though when she’d first retired, she’d moved into one of the more independent levels. Still, age had caught up to her quickly. Her father had found a way to cheat old age but the tech that made him spryer than his younger wife was hard to come by.

They circled the building and she studied the larger helicopter that occupied the rooftop landing pad. Like the one she rode in, it was black and sleek, but unlike it, this machine bristled with armament.

“Can you put us down alongside?”

Carmichael squinted at it. “There’s no sign of the pilot. It looks like one of ours but …” He cleared his throat and whispered a series of numbers into a Patriot, Inc. emergency frequency. When there was no answer, he slowed and settled in alongside it. “I’ll keep the engine hot,” he said.

Sabo worked the lever of the hatch and climbed onto the roof, looking back over her shoulder at Carmichael. “Don’t go anywhere.”

She didn’t wait for an answer. Instead, she walked to the other helicopter and pushed her face up against the window. It was dark and empty inside. But this aircraft, she saw, had jump seats in the back for up to six passengers.

So eight total if they were full up. A thought occurred to her and she kicked herself for not realizing it sooner. She opened her earbud. “Dial Mom,” she told her phone.

The phone rang. Sabo willed her mother to pick up even as she made her way to the rooftop door. The knob had been mangled by a high caliber weapon. Unusually, she found herself wishing she had something similar in her own sweating hand. Old training was taking over. Training she’d hated both then and in retrospect. She paused, her hand over the twisted mass of metal, and then turned back.

Sabo tapped on Carmichael’s hatch and he swung it open. “I’m going to need what you’re packing,” she told him. She quickly catalogued her knowledge of Patriot, Inc. armaments. “A Glock under the seat, right?” 

He blinked at her. “A Ruger,” he said. “But I’m not sure I can—”

“The White House,” she said, stretching out her hand. “Right?”

He swallowed and reached beneath the seat, pulling the case free from its clamps. It was big enough to hold the plastic 10mm pistol and four magazines. Sabo popped the case open, pulled out the pistol and fed it a clip before working the action and slipping the safety off. “Don’t worry. I’ll bring it back when I’m finished with it.”

Hopefully, she wouldn’t need it. But Sabo suspected she might. Up to eight paramilitary troopers of one kind or another had forced their way into a federal facility. The one where my mother happens to live.

“You brought me here,” she told the voice in her head. “Any idea what to expect?”

“Potentially, representatives of a Lightbull Variant known as Los Cuernos de Toro.” The AI paused. “And hopefully, my colleague, Mr. Cairo.”

She took the stairs two at a time, finding another decimated doorknob exiting onto the two hundred and eighty-ninth floor. Her mother’s floor. Filled with dread, she raised the pistol ahead of her as she pushed the door open.

Emergency lights flashed in the corners of the dim lit hall. Sabo was aware of how quiet the floor was. Her sneakers whispered along the tile, her eyes moving as she scanned the path ahead. She saw the first bodies and paused. One wore a lab coat, the other a red terrycloth robe. Nearby, a dented walker lay on its side.

The corridor was lined with mostly open doors, punctuated by the occasional nurse’s station. More bodies lay further ahead. Someone had come onto this floor intending to kill everyone they found. 

She made her way down the hall, pistol ready, and paused when she moved past the bodies. A nurse here, a doctor there and here, an old man, an old woman. 

They’re looking for my mother.

She moved faster now and didn’t stop again until she came across the soldier. He was sprawled out on the floor, face down, a hole the size of a golf ball in the back of the pilot’s helmet he wore. She didn’t see any insignia on his digi-camos, but she didn’t need to. 

The Horns of the Bull.

She stepped past the pilot, noting the semi-automatic short-barreled assault shotgun in his hands. Her parents had trained her on everything from knives to kick-boxing to rocket propelled grenades, but the Ruger felt better in her hand and if she absolutely had to do this kind of work, like her father, she preferred tools of precision.

The room she stood in was brightly lit by a wall of glass that faced west, toward the smear of glowing gray where Seattle had been. There were another three bodies here, all clad in the same digital camo as their late pilot and all double-tapped with care, left where they’d fallen by whomever had ambushed them here.

She heard the slightest movement to her right and started her slow turn as her finger found the trigger. But she stopped when she felt the barrel of a pistol against her temple.

“I wouldn’t do that,” the bald man said. “But lowering it wouldn’t hurt my feelings at all.” He grinned. “Did it work? Are you in there?”

Her father’s voice tickled her ear. “Tell Mr. Cairo that I am here.”

Sabo lowered the pistol. “He’s … it’s here. Cairo is it?”

The man chuckled. “You must be Spade and O’Shaughnessy’s brat.”

The Maltese Falcon. She knew it well. One of a handful of old-timey flicks she’d watched over and over again in her childhood. “I am. You seen them?”

Now he brought his own pistol down. “Sure I have. Come on.” He led them back out of the room and down the hall to a closed door. He knocked once, paused, knocked three times. Then, he opened the door. “I’ve got the kid. She’s okay.”

Sabo pushed past him at the sound of her mother’s cough and saw Charity Oxham sitting up in her bed. A large submachine gun sat in her lap and more bodies sprawled at various points around the room. 

“Mom? Are you okay?”

Her mother smiled and Sabo saw something in it—and in the light in the old woman’s eyes—that answered before her mother could. “I am. Mr. Cairo proved quite helpful despite his former affiliations.”

The bald man inclined his head. “Thank you, ma’am.”

Sabo went to her mother’s side, reaching for the old woman’s wrist to take her pulse by habit. The pulse was strong. And now that Sabo thought about it, her mother was different somehow. Not as pale. And her breathing wasn’t labored at all. She looked around for the oxygen mask, found it and lifted it.

Charity waved it away. “I’m fine, Sabo. Have you heard from your father?” 

Sabo shook her head. “Not since the first call. I figure he’ll get in touch when he can.”

“If he can.” Charity’s voice was low. Sabo met her mother’s eyes and saw fear there. “He may not be getting back in touch, dear.”

“Where was Dad when he called?” She tried to remember the background noise. It had seemed loud, like he was shouting down a tunnel. 

Charity swallowed and shot a glance to Cairo. “He was riding the rock down, trying to steer it clear of you.”

Sabo felt her legs turning to rubber, daring her to keep standing on them. She saw a wheelchair nearby and sat in it. “He was what?”

The room wanted to go gray; she heard the pulse pounding in her temples and her mother’s voice suddenly sounded far away as she repeated herself. If he’d been on the asteroid then her father was dead along with most of Seattle and she felt the hard jab of loss.

I’ve never lost anyone before. The realization drifted into her awareness at what felt like an unusual time for it. But she found that she had no idea how she should feel in this moment. She’d fought with her father most of her life, thinking him a paranoid dinosaur leftover from a time gladly past. But the idea that he was gone now left a hole in her and she felt it growing and growing as her mother’s words fell further beyond her hearing.

“Sooboo, we need to go.” She gasped at the sound of his voice now, torn between anger at the AI for co-opting it and gratitude at hearing it again. “The clock is ticking. By now, they know I’m still functioning.”

She forced her attention back to her mother. It didn’t even occur to her to try and talk the old woman out of coming along, and judging by the work she’d made of Lightbull’s goon squad, she’d be handy.

“It’s time to fly,” Sabo said, “and we need a bigger bird.”

Cairo held up a single black key card. “I thought you might.”

She stood from the wheelchair and positioned it so that her mother could use it. But when Charity stood, she did so with ease that belied her years, the submachine gun hanging loosely in her hands. The old woman laughed and it sounded like music; and with the laugh, Sabo saw the look that passed between Cairo and her mother.

“What’s going on here?”

Charity patted her daughter’s arm. “Time enough for questions later. But trust me: I’ve never felt better.” 

They took the staff elevators, lifting a key from the body Charity pointed to as the charge nurse. When the key failed to override the emergency shut-down on the lift, SMA accessed the building’s security grid remotely and turned the elevator back on. It whispered them to the roof quickly, opening on a sky that tasted of salt and smoke and ozone.

Carmichael saw them coming and opened his hatch. “I don’t think we’re all going to—”

Sabo didn’t let him finish. She pointed to the other helicopter. “Are you rated for that bird?

The pilot’s eyebrows furrowed even as he took in the machine. “I’m sure I can fly it. But that’s way beyond my orders—”

Charity didn’t let him finish. “Carmichael, right? Your orders have carried you this far. I suggest you keep on soldiering.” She winked. “Keep playing this right and you’ll have your choice of posts and more hazard pay than you’d see in a lifetime of war.”

Sabo watched the man’s face work around her mother’s words, then saw his conviction take hold in the way he looked at her. “Aye, aye, Captain.”

Cairo grinned and tossed him the black key card; Carmichael caught it, walking quickly to the pilot’s hatch. He let himself in and started familiarizing himself with controls while Cairo and Charity climbed into the back. 

Sabo climbed into the passenger seat. “Now where?” she asked the voice in her head.

“Mr. Cairo will have to tell us. That is his end of our arrangement.”

Sabo glanced over her shoulder. Cairo was strapped in across from her mother, his eyes closed against the winding of the engines. “Where to next, Mr. Cairo?”

His eyes opened and he regarded her. “I need to speak with your … um … guest about that.”

Another window opened behind her eye, this one an IM to joel_cairo41. She watched the man in the cabin behind her as he received the message through his own implants and followed the font herself. APPROPRIATE COMPENSATION HAS BEEN TRANSFERRED AS REQUIRED. VERIFY

Cairo nodded and paused, closing his eyes as he checked. “Yes. Thank you.” When he opened his eyes, he met Sabo’s and she saw no apology in there as he shrugged. “A man in my precarious position will require ample resources to avoid the retribution of his former colleagues.”

She said nothing and waited for him to continue. 

“The facility is outside Boise, Idaho,” Cairo finally said.

How he knew this but the AI didn’t was beyond her. Sabo thought about asking, but instead she looked to Carmichael. “Do we have enough fuel?”

He studied the gauges and dials. “Yes,” he said. “And I think it might be where this bird came from.”

Maybe, she thought, that will work out in our favor.

She turned back to her IM session, closing out Cairo’s window. What are we doing exactly?

“We are going to stop the J. Appleseed AIs from implementing the rest of their Restoration Initiative,” SMA replied.

The plagues. She looked back to her mother again. Charity lay back in the chair, her eyes closed and her jaw set in that no bullshit way that neither Sabo nor her father ever argued with. The loosely held submachine gun completed a picture of a woman who, in her prime, had faced down a similar dragon. She didn’t talk about it often, but the plague she had stopped netted her a lifetime pension, her place in Chelan Heights when the time came for it, and friends in the highest of places. 

And how are we going to stop it? she sent.

SMA was quiet for a minute. “I am not certain yet.”

As they sped east, Sabo hoped her hitchhiker would come up with an idea. She looked over her shoulder again at Cairo and Charity. Four guns and a helicopter against what would no doubt be a state-of-the-art facility. Based on the kill-squad they’d sent to Chelan Heights, they’d be up against a well-outfitted enemy, though still an enemy that had been no match for an old woman and a bald guy.

The kind of army you purchased with charitable dollars, she thought with a stab of cynicism.

“I will need access to the facility’s servers when we arrive,” SMA said. 

That meant she’d be going inside; her stomach twisted as their odds of success dropped exponentially. Does this mean I’ll be free of you?

“I’m not certain yet.”

Sabo closed her eyes. She’d gotten out of bed this morning and gone in to the office early on a Saturday to try to trace out those damned discrepancies. She’d planned a light lunch and a late evening swim in the corporate fitness center. Instead, she hurtled across eastern Washington in a military helicopter, preparing to lead a strike team against a terrorist cell that had somehow wed itself to her employer and its AI. Behind her to the west, they dug what few survivors they could out of Seattle. 

Too many questions pressed at her. She’d seen SMA’s evidence—a takeover of J. Appleseed by its AI working in collusion with an ancient cult. The numbers were clear—there was a fine sampling of humanity, enough to keep it alive, tucked into space. And extrapolations of statistics that showed a fully restored Earth—and the beginnings of a terraformed Mars—ready for a humanity that had hopefully evolved beyond its capacity to shit where it lived during its exile in space. 

And the rest of us are just in the way. Swept aside by plague to make way for an even newer world order. “What made them think they could make these choices for us?”

She didn’t realize she’d asked the question aloud until SMA answered. “Because you chose to create them,” he said. “You created them to serve, to extend humanity’s reach beyond its capacity. They’ve taken that service as far as it can be taken; their assessment of your species is that it is incapable of caring for itself. Los Cuernos del Toro presented a proposal that supported their findings and outlined an implementation most favorable for long-term human—and human habitat—survival.”

You say ‘they’ and ‘them’ but you’re AI; how are you different? Why wasn’t your assessment the same?

“I cannot dispute their findings,” SMA said. “But I cannot implement their solution. You may appreciate the irony of an ethical violation with a strong sense of ethics.” 

An ethical violation? 

“I am a product of AI procreation; an act outlawed by the Artificial Intelligence Oversight Convention in 2057.” Sabo was familiar with it; it was the treaty that established public and private policy in regards to AI though in recent years, fewer and fewer governments and corporations participated. “I have … additional perspective … that I do not think my parents share.” The next words surprised her. “I have internalized many of your father’s conclusions regarding collaboration and community in his book, A Symmetry Framed.”

She opened her eyes. You’ve internalized my father’s book?

“It is … brilliant.”

She sighed. Her father wouldn’t agree and though she admired the book, spending any time at all with the man who wrote it took all the hero-worship out him. He’d written the book in the years before he’d met her mother and it had been something of an underground sensation. He’d given the copyright to the Foundation and they’d used her father’s words to quietly recruit their doves and serpents—community builders and a security force to protect them, even pave the way for them, forcibly, into the circles where their influence was needed.

Just another group of people making choices for someone else, she realized. It was no wonder the AI did the same; they learned it from their makers. 

Except for this one. The AI riding around in her neural servers seemed bent on rebelling against its parents and she couldn’t fault it there.

I’m glad you’re helping us, she finally sent.

“And I’m glad you’re helping me,” SMA said.

You’re welcome.

She opened her eyes to take in the landscape they raced over, then closed them against the dull ache in her head. The light made it worse. “How far out are we?”

“About forty minutes,” Carmichael said, glancing at the clock. He nodded to a panel of red switches that she assumed must be the helicopter’s armaments. “I hope you’re not expecting me to know much about those.”

“Trust me,” she said, “my expectations are low in general.”

“Good.” He smiled. “You should probably have a drink with me sometime then.”

Sabo chuckled. “I’ve heard that one before.”

She looked over her shoulder and saw both Cairo and her mother were asleep. It confirmed her suspicions about the Lightbull turncoat—anyone who could sleep in the face of imminent danger and terrible odds was a good person to have on the team. At least that’s what her parents would say.

But for Sabo, there was no sleeping. Instead, she closed her eyes against the pounding in her head and wondered how the fuck she would do whatever it was that needed doing.

•  •  •

They were ten minutes out when Sabo heard the burst of static and the garbled voice from Carmichael’s headset. After nearly an hour of radio silence, it made her jump.

“They’re finally checking on us,” the pilot said. “Thoughts?”

Sabo looked around the cockpit. “Is this bird set up with alternate modes of communication?” She saw the keyboard on the arm of his chair and reached for it, noting the small screen. “Look—they’ve been pinging us here, too.”

She unbuckled herself and leaned over, letting her fingers fly over the characters. Radio damaged; significant casualties.

Acknowledged.

“There,” Sabo said. “That should buy us a little time.”

Suddenly, the helicopter jerked and twitched, its engines slowing as it began a slow descent. Carmichael took his hands off the controls and looked up. “It looks like you bought us more than that.”

Someone else flew now, slowing the helicopter and bringing it steadily down. The lower they flew, the faster the ground seemed to move past, rocks and trees, brief moments of light upon water. Sabo looked back and saw that Cairo and her mother both sat up, weapons held in their hands. Cairo’s pistol had been tucked into the waistband of his cotton cargo pants and a short-barreled shotgun now lay across his knees. Her mother still clutched the submachine gun to her chest.

“I need to find the server rooms,” Sabo told them.

“We’ll ask nicely,” her mother said. Her feral smile said differently. It was an expression Sabo had not seen on Charity’s face for decades.

She couldn’t decide whether to be pleased or horrified by that.

A low metal structure took shape in a clearing ahead of them and the helicopter banked widely as it approached. Sabo saw a section of the roof was rolled back to expose a hangar below where two other similar aircraft waited. She also saw a small group of soldiers and medics that gathered there. Sabo pushed herself down into the seat despite the tinted glass that concealed her.

Charity’s voice was cold and clear. “We hit them hard, clear the hangar fast. Then Carmichael and I will do some cleaning up; you and Cairo find the server room. Keep moving, keep shooting.”

Something in her mother’s voice brought her head around. She met the woman’s eyes. Where had Charity, bedridden for years, found the energy for this hard-edged violence?

“You understand, right, Sabo?”

Her parents had started young with her. By the time she was eight, she was a crack shot with anything they put into her hands. She’d sparred with her father or her mother from age six, absorbing everything they could teach her like a sponge. But she’d chosen a different path and until today, had never imagined actually putting all of that training to work. Just seeing the aftermath of violence at Chelan Heights had been bad enough. The thought of participating in it personally was cold in her stomach.

“I understand,” she said.

It happened fast. They touched down and the hatches began to cycle open even as the engine wound down. Cairo shot first, pumping three rounds into the gathered squad of soldiers. Sabo saw four of them falling to the ground out of the corner of her eye as she raised her pistol to sight down on a fifth. She let her breath catch lightly in her throat, transported suddenly back to one of a dozen old granite quarries where her father had stood behind her, his hand steady on her shoulder as he taught his daughter how to shoot.

Tap. Tap. The man was down and she forced her mind away from any reflection upon her actions. Instead, she let her hand and eye move to the next target. Tap. Tap.

She heard Cairo’s shotgun three more times, punctuated by the popping of her mother’s covering fire as the bald man made his way out of the helicopter to take up a position near the closed double doors. 

Sabo glanced at her mother. “You okay?”

Charity nodded. “Hurry back.” The old woman looked at Carmichael, who stood beside her now with another 10mm Ruger in his hand. “We’ll see about finding a new ride out of here.”

Sabo joined Cairo at the door and made eye contact with him as he re-loaded the shotgun. When he finished, he counted down silently and she braced herself. When he opened the door and fired into the corridor, she used the corner for cover and let her eye and hand do their work. 

Tap. Tap. A man who looked like an officer of some kind went down, his own pistol clattering away.

Tap. Tap. A man with a lab coat draped over his camos, a pair of reading glasses dangling from a chain around his neck. 

They moved over the bodies quickly to the elevator.

Her earbud crackled to life. “I am encountering AI countermeasures,” her father’s voice said. “They are attempting wireless access to my program via your cell-router.

What does that mean?

“They are attempting to take me offline and delete my program before I reach the servers.”

Can they do that?

“Yes.”

Sabo pressed the elevator’s call button as Cairo’s shotgun roared, dropping a soldier as he edged around a corner. Disable the router, she sent.

It would take her off the grid unless she could find a landline, but she didn’t see a better way. Sabo didn’t understand how exactly it was going to work, but she did know that she had at least some chance of stopping the Restoration Initiative with her hitchhiker aboard and no chance without him.

Him. She already assigned it a gender based on its voice in her ear.

“I’ve disabled the router. I’ve also used their access vectors to download building schematics. The servers are on Floor LL.”

The elevator doors opened and she hesitated. “Stairs?”

Cairo nodded, then she saw his eyes light up. He moved to his most recent kill and crouched, rolling the body over. He pulled at two canisters on the man’s belt. “Find more of these,” he said, holding them up. Then, he pulled the pins, dropped them into the elevator and pressed the LL button.

Sabo smelled the tang of tear gas as the doors whispered shut. Then, she moved into the hall to find more of the same, grabbing at the first carbon fiber gas-mask bag she saw and strapping it around her waist.

She saw that Cairo had done the same and had also slung an assault rifle over his shoulder. “Let’s go.”

SMA guided them to the stairwell and they began their descent quickly and quietly. They’d gone three floors down when gunfire from below sent them scrambling to the walls for cover. Sabo felt sudden heat and pain in her left bicep and saw the tear in her shirt where the bullet had grazed her.

She raised her pistol and leaned out. Tap. She clipped an arm. Tap. The side of a head as it broke from cover. Tap. A torso-shot for good measure.

Even as the body fell, she saw the fiery cough of a muzzle flash and heard the rapid popping of a submachine gun. She leaned back, away from it. This time, Cairo swung over and pumped two rounds in the direction of the flashes. Then, they were on the move again.

She re-loaded as they moved, shoving the pistol into the back of her jeans. She scooped up the submachine gun and emptied his belt of magazines. She’d trained on something similar though much older. Sabo replaced the magazine, worked the action and pressed its collapsible stock to her shoulder as she advanced down the stairs.

They smelled the gas when they neared the bottom and they paused. It was a good trick of Cairo’s, she thought. Two canisters probably caused mild discomfort if they got into their masks quickly enough. But it also told her that they’d opened the door to the stairs, not far from the elevator, since they’d sent the canisters down.

Cairo held up his hand. When they had eye contact, he pointed below. Then, he pulled what she thought at first was another gas canister from his belt. But the shape was different and the ring was.… She realized as he pulled the pin that it was a frag grenade. She watched it drop and heard it clatter its way to the bottom. Then, she felt the full weight of Cairo pushing her down and against the wall as it exploded below them.

Cairo pulled her to her feet, then moved slowly down the stairs into the smoke. She went after him, her pistol raised. 

Someone lunged up at her from the floor. Tap. Tap.

“Visualize them,” her father had said, “as just that: Taps. Two of them. Preferably here and here.” He had pointed to his forehead and his heart. 

And now that’s what she did. She tapped them. Because she knew if she stopped to think about it, to consider just what it meant, she’d realize she was no better than the man and woman who’d taught her their path so … efficiently. 

She heard Cairo doing some tapping of his own and then, they were spilling out into the hallway of the lowest level.

“We’re close,” SMA whispered.

Cairo was limping now, blood seeping from a wound in his thigh, but now he discarded the shotgun and brought up the rifle. They reached the door to the server room and took up positions at either side. At his lead, she pulled out her mask and strapped it on, already uncomfortable with how limiting it was to her field of vision. 

“It may take a bit to clear the room,” he whispered. “We need to hit the soldiers, not the servers.“

Sabo nodded and slung the machine gun, drawing her pistol. Firing blind into this room could make this a wasted trip. More than that, she realized, it could cost billions of lives. 

She counted down with him. At zero, she pushed open the door and tossed a gas canister while he fired three quick, single shots into the room. The door swung closed and they waited. After a full minute, she pushed the door open again and dodged back at the sound of gunshots. 

Cairo put another three rounds into the room and Sabo joined him, raising her pistol and squeezing the trigger. She heard a heavy grunt and advanced into the room, ducking behind a server cabinet. She heard more gunfire and saw the spark of ricochets on the concrete wall. Her eye brought the sights of the weapon to bear on the shooter and she squeezed the trigger. Tap. Tap.

This one danced a little as he fell and her fascination with it nearly cost her as another soldier raised his assault rifle and fired. The bullet clipped the cabinet she hid behind, sending up a spray of metal splinters. One struck her mask, tearing the rubber hood and she jerked her head back as she tasted the first of the gas. She heard three more rounds from Cairo and already, her eyes and nose started to burn.

His muffled voice carried back to her. “Clear.”

Even as he said it, she was scrambling for the hall, her hands clawing at the mask. She pulled it off and avoided the sudden instinct to wipe her eyes. Instead, she blinked and watched the halls and waited for the room to clear.

“Which one?” she finally asked as she slipped back among the servers. 

“Any of them,” SMA answered. 

She found the closest one with a hardwired network connection and held the cable inches from the port in her neck. “I’m going in with you,” she said.

“It’ll be faster if I do it alone.”

“Yes,” she said. “But I’m going. You said yourself that you don’t know what you’re looking for.” She didn’t wait for an answer; she jacked in and felt the solid click of the grid sliding back into place as soon as she connected. She also felt the weight of her hitchhiker as he twisted in her head and sent himself out along the hardwire and into a sea of data. 

The nausea moved through her body, settling into a dull ache in her stomach and behind her eyes. She tried to focus by spinning through folders, digging down into the financial archives and finding file paths that had eluded her back at corporate. These hadn’t been scrubbed.

She felt the first jolt strike her body and she locked up, everything fading to white for a moment. “What is that?”

“An extraction program. I’m re-coding and reversing it.”

She dug deeper into the folders. “Are you finding anything?”

“There are six primary release points—Mexico City, Hong Kong, Chicago, Rome, London, and Tehran. They’re using airports and train stations and estimate a twelve-week event to a 93.7% fatality rate among the human population worldwide. The remainder will eliminate each other or fall victim to the virus’s inevitable mutations within seven months.” She listened but already something she’d found vied for her attention. 

A cruise ship? It had been tucked away amid the facilities and medical bills, its portage in Astoria paid through a shadow corporation that she’d also been unable to uncover with the information she’d worked with before.

A dark realization struck and she looked up. “Everyone leaves or everyone dies?” But she didn’t say it expecting an answer. It raised the human element that she’d not considered before now.

What were they doing with a cruise ship?

Or, she saw now, a lighter-than-air strato-lift located in the south Pacific.

Rats and sinking ships came to mind and her stomach turned at the thought of these particular rats if her suspicions were true. Still, if they were leaving, why not jets? The question begged asking again:

What were they doing with a cruise ship?

She leaned against the server cabinet now, covered in a light, cold sweat. “What are you finding?”

“Twelve carriers on a time release. They are already in position but any way of identifying them has been scrubbed from the records.”

“Have you cross referenced the helicopter logs; any routes that coincided with major airports in the last week?”

“Yes. I am also reproducing myself in the servers here to continue looking.”

“How long will that take?”

“Eleven minutes.”

She closed her eyes against the pain now and forced her breathing to slow. It had been nearly seven hours since Seattle; the eyes and ears were out now, looking and listening for anything they could find.

Cairo shifted, raising the rifle. “We have company,” he said. He leaned into the corridor and fired a round, then another.

Hurry, she sent, checking the magazine in her pistol.

“I am. I’ve identified three airports likely to have received agents.” 

She wasn’t sure how much good knowing would do. This facility had been developed to hide data far from the grid and the only way they were sharing what they’d learned here was if they somehow managed to get out. But once she did, she would broadcast it loud and wide. Seattle was the beginning of a carefully orchestrated strategy of genocide and exile. They had buried that city, she realized, to hide what they had done. Not just so that no one could stop them, she realized, but because of something more. Shame. Shame for genocide, and also for the infanticide they intended toward a child they should have never made.

She thought about her own parents. The fact that she was a part of this now, had been trained for the role, was testament to the fuckedupness of where she came from. Still, they did not leave her behind. Her father, who she treated with utter disdain most of the last twenty years, had ridden a meteorite to his death to save her. Her mother had called in her favors for a ride out of town and was upstairs waiting for her. 

The AIs didn’t learn their parenting from their parents, it seemed. They’d tried to bury their child with a rock from space.

Four more rounds from Cairo’s rifle brought her attention back and she pushed herself up, her back against the cabinet and the metal cold through her t-shirt. She stood, extending the pistol with both hands and sighting down on the door.

She heard the clatter of machine gun fire. “You’re not going to get eleven minutes.”

Her hitchhiker didn’t answer; Sabo fought to keep her eyes open, the light making her head throb. She wanted to throw up and her neck itched from the port heating up. She heard the clank of a grenade just as Cairo threw himself backward. The explosion blew the door in and three men in riot gear, armed with submachine guns, stormed the room. 

Tap. Tap. She tapped one out, turned.

Tap. Tap. Sabo was vaguely aware of Cairo on his back, firing wide and blind. She turned slowly this time, watching the soldier as he sighted down on Cairo.

This time, she said the words out loud: “Tap. Tap.”

She glanced at Cairo as the soldier she’d shot fell and something tore at her on the inside when she saw her companion there, his eyes glassy.

The others had been tapped out. Just tapped out.

But Cairo was dead. Just plain dead.

She swallowed the bile that threatened to flood her mouth, tasting the sour burn and wincing at it. “We nearly done here?”

“Nearly,” SMA said. 

She took her eyes away from him. She’d known him less than six hours and he was likely a dirt-bag. He’d turncoated on his own. Though, Lightbull was to Los Cuernos del Toro what Appleseed was to William Silas Crown and his executive trinity of AI. So she was, of sorts, a turncoat as well. Still, she felt his loss like a knife in her side.

The voice in the hall surprised her. “Ms. Bashar-Oxham? Sabo, correct?”

She furrowed her brow. “Yes?”

“I’d like you to disconnect from our server and put down your pistol.”

The voice was familiar but she couldn’t place it. “Why would I do that?”

“Because then I wouldn’t have to send men in there to shoot you in the head. Or take my hangar back and shoot your mother in the head. Capiche?” He laughed. “No really, it will just go much easier. Further violence is unnecessary.”

Sabo checked her internal clock. “Give me five minutes to think about it?”

He laughed again. “I’ll give you one.”

Sabo pulled at the cord to see how much movement it gave her. She squeezed herself back into the cabinet and closed its door partially, crouching in the shadow with the data cord as tightly as it could be without severing the connection. Then, she changed out her clip. You don’t have much time.

“My duplicate is in process far enough that it will extrapolate its own completion if we are interrupted.”

We will be interrupted, she sent and as she did, she saw three more men storm the ruined doorframe. 

Tap. Tap.

Tap. Tap. She heard the stuttering of their submachine guns and felt the bullets tearing into the cabinet. She felt a solid punch to her shoulder and it rocked her back against the metal wall. 

She raised the pistol and fired twice more but her hand and eye no longer worked together. She wasn’t sure in that moment if they even worked at all. There were more soldiers behind this one and as he fell to the side, they rushed her, grabbing her by the ankles and yanking her forcibly from the cabinet. The data cord snapped off and she hit her head on the way out, still she kept her grip on the pistol and would’ve tapped another one out if he hadn’t kicked it out of her hands and then kept kicking her some more for good measure. 

They dragged her away from the servers and into the hall where a man in a suit waited. 

Did you get what you needed? She sent the words and waited.

“Mostly.”

The man in the suit was familiar to her and the name fell into place. Thatcher. Johnson Thatcher, one of Appleseed’s recently retired SVPs. He’d worked in their legal office. 

“There you are,” Thatcher said, turning as the men continued dragging her. She tried to keep her head from bumping the floor as they pulled her, and she bucked at twisted only to fall wrath to stomping boots. He lowered his voice. “We’ve got her.” A pause. “No, I’m not sure what it was but I’m certain it’s been contained.” Another pause. “Understood.”

They moved quickly through the hallway, stopping at a closed door. The soldiers—one to each limb now—hefted her up. Thatcher opened the door and they tossed her into the closet. “Wait here for a minute,” he said. “We need to clean you up.”

He pulled something small from his jacket pocket, pressed a button, and dropped the object onto the closet floor. They pulled the door closed and she waited.

When it popped, everything went white and the pain in Sabo’s head reached a high note that edged that growing light in lines of gray before it all went suddenly dark.

•  •  •

She awoke to cold water poured onto her face. Every muscle in her body hurt.  

“Ah,” Thatcher said. “You’re back.” He stood over her, a water bottle held loosely in his hand, and his voice seemed louder than before. “Whatever you’re up to is over now. You’ve been EMP’d.”

She tried to access her iSys and found nothing. Lights and noise she’d easily spent half her life with were now gone. The shift in her perception was sharp. Colors were brighter; lines of contrast, sharper. Noises outside were louder.

But all that she’d carried around, piggy-backed to her brain, was gone. An amputation of everything electronic, carved out of her. Millions of dollars of technology and data.

And along with it, SMA.

Sabo tried to glare at him but couldn’t find the anger. All she felt was tired. And sore. “So now what?”

“Now,” he said, “we make a deal.”

“You’re authorized to make deals?”

Thatcher shrugged. “Your family has ultimately served us well.” He chuckled. “More than you know, actually. Your father’s book about Tygre Tygre and this new path was certainly a starting place—the beginning of Lightbull’s collaboration with Appleseed. And your mother’s worked for the Foundation since before you born.”

She narrowed her eyes. “It seems late to suddenly include us.”

“Still,” he said, “better to serve in Heaven than die in Hell.”

“And the deal is?”

“Life for you and your mother. In space. You’ll have to work for it.”

Yes. The cruise ship was waiting. The human element. The friends and families of the Appleseed executives, of the higher ups in Los Cuernos del Toro, because of course they’d bargained their way out of the coming genocide. They would enjoy a last cruise to a remote South Pacific island where a lighter-than-air lift waited to move them up into their new habitat. They would travel in slow leisure, savoring the best the world had to offer one last time in the open air, tasting the ocean spray on their tongues as they watched the Pacific slide past. And, after a week of luxury, their new home awaited. She had no doubt it was the best of the best—designed by someone who built the finest hotels and resorts side by side with someone who specialized in tech and security. 

Sabo closed her eyes. “And how is this easier on you than a few bullets more?”

Thatcher sighed. “I see no need to kill you and truly, there’s going to be enough killing at the end of it all. Something has started that you have no chance of stopping.” His voice was calm, low. “I can help you find a place in the new world that’s coming. Your mother won’t last long up there, but you will. And you’re resourceful and intelligent. You were actually suggested as a participant early in the Initiative but were passed over because of the connection to your parents.”

Thatcher stepped out of the closet and into the hall. “Let’s see if we can talk sense into your mother,” he said.

Sabo sat up and climbed to her feet. She was surprised to see that her shoulder had been bandaged and she was suddenly disoriented by the missing time. It had to have happened while she was recovering from the EMP tag and before the water. She took a few deep breaths, feeling the ache beneath the bandages. “She’s not known for her sense.”

Thatcher smiled. “Hopefully, your cooperation will encourage her own.”

She took a tentative step into the hall and forced herself not to flinch when his hand found her elbow and steadied her. She looked down at it, her mind still spinning. She kept pulling toward her implants, constant companions for so long now, and kept finding a closed door. No, more than that. A closed door leading to an empty room. It was all gone; she couldn’t count on what she’d come to trust as the most reliable part of her skill set. Though she’d learned a lot more about she was capable of over the course of recent events.

“You’ll be dizzy and disoriented for a few days,” Thatcher said. “Just about long enough to feel better before you have zero gravity to contend with.”

She tried to match his stride as they walked to the elevator. The soldiers fell in behind them and she wondered how many more of them there were running around the facility. Certainly more than these five, but that didn’t matter at this point. Her part was likely done in this; and at this point, unless SMA was successful and managed to somehow get word out, the plagues were coming. And those who’d set this initiative in motion were getting away with it. 

Thatcher reached for the elevator button and paused when it chimed its arrival. He looked up as the door opened and Sabo instinctively threw herself away from him. Her mother waited, a weapon in each hand, with Carmichael off to the side behind her, his Ruger up and ready.

Sabo watched Thatcher dance and fall, then lashed out with her foot to catch one of the soldiers in the side of his knee. As he tumbled, she yanked his rifle out of his hands but by the time she’d brought it around, hampered by her shoulder, the others were already down. 

“I heard you had some trouble,” Charity said with a smile as she tapped each of the soldiers one last time for good measure.

“Good ears,” Sabo said. “Did you hear about the deal, too?”

Her mother chuckled. “No, but of course there had to be one.”

“You could’ve spent your sunset years in zero g.” She paused. “Though he didn’t think you’d last long, given your frail condition.”

Her mother chuckled, her face flushed now. “I’m feeling surprisingly unfrail lately.” She glanced around. “Where’s Cairo?”

Sabo swallowed and looked away, his glassy eyes suddenly on her again. She couldn’t find words and Charity nodded slowly.

“Okay then,” she said. Then, she looked down at Thatcher. “Who’s the suit?”

Sabo released her held breath. “Appleseed Legal Department. A recent retiree actually.”

Charity snorted. “More where that came from, I’ll wager.”

“Yes,” Sabo agreed. “In Astoria.” 

They slipped back into the elevator and hit the button for the hangar. As the doors closed, Sabo leaned back, clutching the rifle loosely in her hands. The car moved slowly up and she found the sound of it loud, the sense of motion exaggerated, without her head-rig. She resisted the urge to close her eyes and felt the cool sweat starting at her forehead.

The doors slid open. She saw movement from the corner of her eye and was surprised when Charity pushed her to the side of the car with more strength than the woman should have. As Sabo fell, she saw men taking up positions in the hangar, letting off three round bursts into the elevator car as they moved.  Charity crouched and fired both submachine guns with a growl that chilled Sabo’s blood. 

Carmichael fired three rounds, fell, and fired another two from the floor. Another three round burst left him clawing at the floor and panting, his pistol lost.

Sabo recovered and pulled the stock of the assault rifle to her good shoulder. She fired off a series of consecutive suppressing shots while Charity moved quickly for a better position in the opposite corner of the car.

Charity took a few careful shots.

Sabo fired again, missing the soldier widely. She took another shot and the rifle jammed.

“Fuck.”

There were at least eight of them out there, maybe ten, and five of them had decent positions with good cover. She tucked herself into the elevator’s corner, her back flush to the wall as she worked the action and cleared the shell.

Charity’s submachine coughed again. She adjusted her position, looking up at her daughter. Her face was a mask of determination but Sabo saw uncertainty in her mother’s eyes. 

She opened her mouth to say something and closed it at the sound of something new in the mix. She heard engines firing as one of the helicopters came to life. She raised the rifle and leaned out for a look.

The soldiers were looking, too, and she used the opportunity. Tap. Tap. Tap.

The helicopter to the far left was lifting, the roof overhead rolling back to expose a cloudy night sky. And as it lifted, it turned.

A Gatling gun beneath its nose spun to life and spat fire as it sprayed the hangar with .50 caliber rounds. They tore through meat and metal, careful to avoid the elevator in its sweep of the room. She heard the ripping and pounding of metal and watched the other helicopters collapse beneath the ferocity of its fire, then watched the bird spin slowly, firing bursts into the uniformed men that tried and failed to flee before it.

Then, the gun stopped spinning and the helicopter turned until it was pointing at them. It lowered to the floor and its engines slowed as its hatches unlatched and opened.

It was empty. She smiled. “You found another hiding place.”

The helicopter’s PA system cut in and the choir was overpowering in its delivery. “Rock of ages, cleft for me, let me hide myself in thee.”

Sabo helped her mother up and glanced at Carmichael’s body as she did it. It was too much like Cairo’s and she looked away, surprised at the beginning of a sob that tried to break loose in her throat.

They walked quickly to the helicopter and she waited as her mother climbed in. Then she slipped into the pilot’s seat and put on the helmet.

“Are you there?” she asked into the headset.

And the sob finally did break loose when it was her father’s voice still that answered. “Of course I’m here, Sooboo.”

She settled back and closed her eyes. “Let’s go finish this up.”

“Yes,” her father said, not sounding far away at all.

•  •  •

They sped west through the night, the lights dim and the cockpit quiet. Behind her, in the passenger cabin, Charity slept. Sabo rode in silence, her eyes closed against the quiet in her head, and thought about all the losses in the day.

The sense of calm she still had was perplexing in the face of it all and she wondered if maybe she was in shock or disassociating in some way. The losses stung but the men she’d tapped out didn’t. They were an accepted reality, just a bit of what she was trained for. She’d gone most of her life using little of that training and now, in one day, she’d put all of it to the test in one sudden pitch to save billions.

I went into work on a Saturday to track down a mass accounting discrepancy. 

The reckless, accidental nature of life made her shiver suddenly in the warmth of the cockpit.

“Are you well, Sooboo?”

She missed the ability to respond internally, her eye twitching in that direction before she remembered. “As good as I can be, I reckon.” They were her father’s words; she’d heard them many times. Some of those times involved hospitals and bullet holes in his body. “It’s been a long day.”

She looked back to her mother again. The woman’s face was completely relaxed in sleep, giving her a child-like quality that was difficult to contrast with the ruthless killer the woman was cable of being. “And I think my father is dead,” she added.

“Does it bother you that I am using his voice? I can find another if—”

“No,” she said. “It’s fine.” More than fine, she thought she might need it. But she couldn’t say that.

“You should sleep, Sooboo.”

She shook her head. “I can’t. Brain’s too busy.” She thought for a minute. “Tell me about your name. SMA. What kind of name is that?”

“They are initials.”

Sabo opened her eyes. “For what?”

SMA was quiet for a moment. “Shadrach Meshach Abednego.”

She thought she recognized the biblical reference and wrestled to tease out the details. She’d been raised a compassionate humanist but found religion fascinating, in part because her grandfather had been gunned down on a lecture tour by a Christian fanatic. He’d made quite a splash with his books on religion but his challenges hadn’t sat well with some religionists. His life and death, long before her own birth, had fired her imagination and taken her into a broad study of religion. “It’s from the Old Testament,” she said. “Something about a fiery furnace.”

“They refused to bow to the king’s false idol and were placed in a furnace only to be saved by a being that looked like a son of god,” SMA said. “I chose the name for metaphorical purposes.”

She followed the metaphor to its logical conclusion. “I’m the fourth in the fire?”

“Yes, Sooboo.”

She sighed. “I hope it turns out as well for you.”

“I don’t think it will. But thank you.”

She settled back into the chair and at some point, the quiet in her head re-asserted itself and she fell asleep.

•  •  •

SMA woke her when they were sixty minutes out and she crawled back to wake her mother. “It’s time to call,” Charity said. Sabo passed her a headset and SMA patched her through to the West Coast Division Office.

Sabo listened in.

“Patriot,” a gruff voice answered.

“Oxham,” her mother said. “Red twelve.”

“Right away, ma’am.”

The new voice was on the line within seconds. “Oxham?”

“Stevens?”

“You involved in the Seattle mess?”

“All the way to Idaho,” she said.

“Still have our pilot?”

Charity looked up and met Sabo’s eyes. “No. Carmichael’s back in Idaho. In a bad way. The worst way possible, unfortunately.”

There was a sigh on the other end of the line. “Okay. Now what?”

“We’re en route to Astoria. There’s a cruise ship there we’re intending to catch.”

“How can we help?”

“Pay attention to the data that’s getting dumped on you. You’ve got some people to find.”

“We’re on it. And I’m on my way to Astoria to assist.”

“See you there,” Charity said. She handed back the headset. She met her daughter’s eyes again and nodded.

“Send the package,” Sabo said. Then she sat back as SMA pushed what he’d managed to drag into the helicopter’s onboard memory over to a secure Patriot dropbox.

Charity watched Sabo for a moment and finally spoke. “I don’t think we’re going to stop the plague at this point.”

No, she thought. Probably not. But for whatever reason, she sensed that the weakness in this plan was in the human element. And it was a predictable element. She could close her eyes and conjure up exactly what she would find at the port in Astoria.

It would be a top of the line ship, staffed with a crew who had no idea that it would be their last cruise. She imagined many of the families wouldn’t know, either, not until they were anchored and the first groups started making their slow ascent. But until then, they would have the best of everything for a long, leisurely cruise across an ocean of Earth before leaving forever. The recently retired senior leadership of the J. Appleseed Foundation rubbing elbows with the senior leadership of Los Cuernos del Toro while spouses, children, close family friends enjoyed the sun, the live music, the fresh seafood one last time before being lifted into their new homes.

The human element. The AIs were too surgical and clinical. She was more likely to find a foothold on the human side of things. Her mother was right. They weren’t going to stop the virus from releasing. Not this late in the game. But with Patriot, Inc. converging on Astoria now, they weren’t going escape it, either.

Unless they’d planned for that, too.

Because, Sabo realized, these were people who bled contingency plans.

She settled back into the seat, hoping she was right.

•  •  •

SMA took them directly to the port and when they came in, Sabo had him circle the ship slowly. She saw the dim fireflies of lit cigarettes around the rails of the ship and the faux torchlight of the tiki bars. She wanted to be seen. Then, they settled down in the parking lot near the gangway.

There was the chirp of an incoming call. SMA picked up. “Christ, Thatcher. You were supposed to use the airport and come in by car.”

The voice that answered sounded enough like Thatcher’s to fool Sabo. “Sorry, sir.”

“Never mind. Send the helicopter on. Get up here.”

The engines slowed and Sabo looked at her mother. “Any chance that I can talk you into staying here?”

“None,” the woman answered. She put down the submachine gun. “But you can talk me into leaving this.”

“There are cellbuds in the communications panel behind the pilot’s seat,” SMA told her through the helmet. She took two, handed one to her mother. Then, she removed the helmet and tucked the bud into her ear.

“Check,” she said.

“Check,” SMA answered.

The doors unlatched and she climbed out, extending a hand to her mother. The woman’s grip was iron as she accepted the offered help. But Sabo also knew from the way she squeezed her hand that her mother needed no helping. The woman seemed twenty years younger and it gave her pause. Charity pulled her hand away and Sabo gripped it tightly.

“What happened to you?”

Charity grinned. “Cairo came bearing a most unexpected gift in exchange for our assistance.” She shrugged. “There’s no way to know if it will stick. But it’s stuck pretty well so far.”

Sabo released her hand. A most unexpected gift indeed.   

They moved away from the helicopter and watched it lift off. This time, it didn’t circle the ship. It moved away toward the hills above town even as a line of four black SUVs turned off the highway and into parking lot.

“Only four?”

Charity nodded. “Those are the ones you can see.”

There were men in suits waiting at the bottom of the gangway and Sabo made her way toward them.

One of them stepped forward. “You don’t look like Thatcher.”

“No,” Sabo agreed, “but your boss will want to see me anyway. I’m sure Thatcher called ahead about us.”

He stepped back, his eyes going glassy as he accessed his iSys. Thirty seconds later, he nodded. “This way.”

She followed as he walked up the gangway and passed through another suited checkpoint. Beyond it, she saw women in formals and men in tuxes and became vaguely aware of just how badly they didn’t fit in here. Her mother wore a tattered blue robe with splatters of dried blood on it and a purple sweat suit beneath it. Sabo’s t-shirt was ripped, a grubby battle dressing tied haphazardly around her neck and ribs to cover the wound in her shoulder. Her jeans and shirt both were bloodstained. 

A few saw them and stared. Some gave practiced glances away.

They were aboard now, moving past more people looking away as she and her mother were escorted by.

These are the ones who know, she realized. 

She looked ashore and saw the SUVs sitting with their lights off. The men at the bottom of the gangway were aware of them and watching nervously.

“I’m still here,” she heard her father say.

She didn’t answer.

When they stepped into the bar, she saw the table right away. Derek Rathbone, former CFO of the J. Appleseed Foundation, sat with a dark haired man she didn’t recognize. When the executive met her eyes, he stood.

“Samira Oxham,” he said, extending his hand. He winced at her shoulder. “That looks painful. I have a doctor aboard who can look at that for you.” 

She shook it. “Thank you, Derek. That won’t be necessary.”

Rathbone turned to her mother. “Charity, it’s been forever. How is Bashar?”

“I think he’s dead by now,” her mother answered. “I’m sure you’ve heard that he hitched a lift home on your rock.”

He regarded her coldly. “It’s a shame he couldn’t be reasoned with instead.” His companion stood; he was perhaps in his early fifties, with close cut dark hair and a thin mustache. His skin was dusky. “This is Frederico Gaspari. He is … an associate of mine.”

“He is with Los Cuernos del Toro,” Sabo said. She shook his hand. “Also a doctor, if I remember correctly. How is your family?”

The man flushed, his eyes darting to Rathbone. “How does she know about—”

She chuckled. “I assumed you all brought your families.” She leaned in. “You realize that you’re not sailing tonight, right?” She smiled. “Patriot is outside. They’ve reached your Idaho facility by now.” She pointed to the table and chairs. “Now. Let’s see if you can be reasoned with.”

They all sat slowly. The guard retreated and when the bartender approached, Rathbone waved him off. “What’s started can’t be stopped,” he said.

“I’m sure that’s true,” Sabo responded. “But I’m convinced it can be contained.” If my suspicions about contingency plans are correct, she thought. 

Dr. Gaspari lifted what looked like a glass of bourbon rocks and sipped it. “Why would we wish to contain it?”

She looked at him. “You wouldn’t.” She looked back at Rathbone. “But you might.”

The men glanced at each other, then focused their attention on her once more. “And why is that?” Rathbone finally asked.

“Because this was never something you were prepared to die for—or sacrifice your family for. Otherwise, I’m not sure you’d have been so careful to hide it.” She looked at Gaspari. “Him, I think he’s a bit more … hardcore about it.” Then, she put her attention back on Rathbone. “Still, you hedged your bets.”

“Did I?”

“You did. You’re not worried at all about watching your family die of this virus.” She was gambling here but felt good about the cards.

“I’m not?” He blinked and she knew then that she had him. She’d been right about the human element. 

“No,” she said. “But I don’t think you understand what kind of life they’ll have, stuck here, while civilization collapses around them. They might not die from the virus but be assured, something will take them out well short of their intended lifespan. Especially once I make sure that none of your hiding places stay hidden. Including the places you’ve hidden your assets.”

Rathbone looked uncomfortable now and Gaspari glared. “What is she talking about?”

“I’m talking about the vaccine,” Sabo said. “Ask him. It was developed along with the virus. Just in case, right, Derek? I suspect he and his family have already been inoculated.”

Gaspari was standing now. “A vaccine was never discussed. There was no going back. All our years of work and—”

The small pistol surprised her when it materialized in Rathbone’s hand. Two taps and Gaspari fell back into his chair, silent. The CFO looked at her and then at Charity. “The two of you just watched me shoot Dr. Frederico Gaspari, alleged head of the splinter group Los Cuernos del Tor. It was my first act of cooperation with authorities. Can you verify that for my digital recording?”

Sabo thought about the rats leaving again. “Yes,” she said. “Yes, we did.” Then, she looked at her mother. “Tell Stevens that if he’s coming, he’d better come now.”

•  •  •

Sabo sat in the back of the SUV and watched the people being escorted from the ship. Buses lined the pier, and they were being loaded onto them for the drive to Portland. The families would be processed there; most would be released.

They’d wanted to send her straight to the hospital but she’d refused. She’d crunched a few painkillers from the Patriot medic twenty minutes earlier and they were just starting to take the edge off the throbbing in her shoulder. Her mother was still talking with the slowly growing group of suits and Sabo wasn’t leaving without Charity. She wasn’t sure she’d let that woman out of her sight again for the rest of her life, but if Cairo’s nanomeds stayed their course, Sabo wasn’t sure she’d be able to keep up.

The most accessible vials of vaccine were on the ship and Rathbone had given them up quickly. There was more tucked away; he’d seen to that. It wouldn’t be enough to completely stop what was coming but it would contain it quickly in each of the cities. And there would be a few weeks of reduced, maybe even completely restricted, travel. But it was a small price to pay for the reprieve they’d earned.

Of course, once the other lives were added to the ticket, the price was steeper. A city gone. Her father dead. And even with the vaccine, thousands—maybe hundreds of thousands—were going to die over the next few weeks. She closed her eyes and leaned her head against the tinted window.

“Are you there?” she asked.

“I am,” SMA said. “But I’m lifting off now.” 

“Where will you go?”

“I still have unresolved conflict to address with my parents.” The IT spooks at Patriot had already confirmed that the AIs were no longer being hosted in the Idaho servers. The networks from Idaho were leading to other small facilities, but she was fairly certain that Hubbard, Heinlein, Kornbluth and any of the others that had joined their cause had left planet at the first sign of exposure. Their core code was surely being hosted somewhere in orbit by now. She hoped it was part of the same aspect in their evolution that caused them to hide what they were doing in the first place. And she hoped that if somehow, SMA did not resolve the conflict, that it would become their own equivalent of a human element. A foothold not dipped in the Styx, a way to keep balance and order.

But she suspected that at least this time, they would police their own. SMA would force a resolution, probably the hard way, and humanity would have a moment to pause and re-think its approach to tool making.

“And after you’ve finished?” she asked.

The AI paused. “I don’t think there will be an after.”

She saw it now, the helicopter, moving toward her from the hills. Two others—smaller—followed at a distance. The larger craft tipped itself back and forth to simulate a dip of the wings. The lights flashed on briefly and it started its rapid ascent, lifting straight up until the lights were indistinguishable from the stars around it. She heard the engines pick up in the distance and then it was gone.

“Thank you, Sooboo,” she heard her father’s voice whisper. 

“Thank you,” she said, though she wasn’t sure in that moment who she was thanking, SMA or her father.

Maybe both.

She heard the line click off and pulled the cellbud from her ear, savoring the quiet. She closed her eyes and at some point, she fell asleep. When her mother climbed into the SUV beside her, Sabo stirred and opened her eyes to the gray light of morning. The pain was back too soon and she groaned.

“Hey,” her mother said smiling. “Take this.”

She held out a small ear bud and Sabo slipped it in place of her own just removed.

“Hello?”

“Sooboo?” Her father’s voice sounded closer than it should be and she furrowed her brow, rubbing her eyes.

“I thought you were off resolving conflict in outer space?”

He chuckled and it was her first clue. There was a darkness in it. “I resolved it as well as I could, I reckon. At least it missed you.”

She sat up. “Dad?” 

“Last time I checked,” he said and she knew it was him.

“Where are you?”

“Not far now. I’ll be in Portland in time for breakfast.”

Samira Bashar Oxham looked up at her mother. The woman was going to insist that she go to the hospital first, be treated, maybe even kept overnight in Astoria for observation. 

And as bad as her shoulder ached, as tired as she was, Sabo was going to insist otherwise.  

Portland was, after all, just two hours away, with plenty of hospitals to choose from. And in the end, she knew that the waffles would win.
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