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        Yesterday is gone and tomorrow might never come, but today always belongs to us.

      

        

      
        Amy, I love you.
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      A stiff southwesterly wind bent the waist-high grass toward the Skelrig as it skimmed the west bank of the Willamette, giving Owen Welsh the impression of a shifting sea.

      Thus far, the trees that framed the river had resisted the charms of fall, which came later and later now. Just as skin tones in Dome Six converged upon the same olive hue after five generations, so had the native flora, after millions, settled into a uniform shade of green.

      Against such a backdrop, it should have been easy to find a girl in dark Charlie fatigues with aggressively purple hair. But that would make it easy for Cytocorp, too, hence Bruce’s urgency.

      “You’re sure she went south?” he asked, his knuckles white on the rig’s control stick. The rear camera revealed the deeply striped wake they left in the roiling waves of grass.

      “How could I be sure?” Owen replied. “Besides, you really think she’d want to be closer to Pacifica?”

      Bruce gave his head a vigorous shake and tightened his grip. “I’m calling it. We’ve been out too long.”

      “Like hell.”

      The crumbled remains of roads that crisscrossed the river valley south of Campus hadn’t quite been reclaimed by nature. Bruce favored them since they enabled faster travel, but Novi wouldn’t be found out in the open.

      Tension filled the cabin between them, and for good reason. Bruce didn’t want one of their precious rigs rumbling around if they could avoid it. Their successful mission to the Burn had cemented the Phage as a threat to the Company, and they’d been laying low ever since.

      That Cytocorp hadn’t come after them should have been a relief. Instead, it only suggested the mission didn’t inflict as much damage as they assumed, and that Cytocorp was no more worried about the Phage than a lion was about a fly. If that was true, then what had Dillard died for?

      Little towns dotted the valley, many of which were left untouched by the Reclamation. Campus was tucked away in the middle of such a town, a small residential college called Cascades College that must once have been the beating heart of the community. Stately old trees of impossible height formed a nearly unbroken canopy over it, so much that it resided almost entirely in shade.

      Camouflage netting, discovered years earlier in the Transition Zone, broke up the outlines of their fields so prying eyes wouldn’t spot them from overhead. Other crops were grown under the trees for the same reason.

      All electronics were kept in the basement of the old science building, beneath layers of concrete, and rarely used. They lived in constant fear of being discovered by signal-sniffing Biodrones.

      Fortunately, they were programmed to ignore Cytocorp equipment like the rigs, but they had satellites and the world’s most advanced AI. It wouldn’t take much to find them if the Company made it a priority.

      Novi ran because she viewed herself as a threat to Campus’ safety. Spencer feared her Synthiont could be detected by the Company, and the mission to the Burn had proven it so. To her way of thinking, putting as much distance as possible between her and Campus was the best way to keep everyone safe.

      “Weren’t you literally outside her door?”

      “Yes! Sorry I don’t sleep with one eye open.”

      “Sorry won’t cut it if the Company finds her,” Bruce said.

      “Gee, thanks, Bruce. I wasn’t clear what’s at stake.”

      Apples, he had learned, turned to vinegar if you let them sit in the dark long enough. Being cooped up the past two months had done something rather similar to Novi. She’d grown surly and short-tempered, with a generous side of survivor’s guilt. Bruce would never say as much, but she sometimes rubbed him the wrong way.

      “You were supposed to be keeping an eye on her. Maybe we need to lock her in. I don’t know.”

      “It’s literally a cage.”

      Bruce shook his head. “I just don’t understand how she got out with you right there.”

      He threw up his hands. “You want to blame me, go ahead. In the meantime, how about we lock up Francine for three weeks and see how she handles it?”

      Owen could tell by the look on Bruce’s face he’d gone just a tiny bit too far by invoking his wife’s name, but enough was enough. He had no inkling what Novi was going through.

      She, Kwame, Byron, and Elle escaped the Burn in two brand-new rigs stolen from the Agar facility, but Novi grew so paranoid about leading Cytocorp to Campus that she pulled into a canyon deep in the Transition Zone and remained there until they figured a way to shield her Synthiont.

      When the other rig returned to Campus without her, Owen initially assumed the worst. His relief that she was alive was offset by the shocking news of Dillard’s death, which set the Phage on its heels. Meanwhile, they had to get Novi safely back before she starved or went mad.

      Owen came to Spencer with the idea of a Faraday cage, which his uncle Hideki used to help plan their escape from Dome Six. They outfitted the whole inside of a rig with metal mesh, tested it, and used the same scavenged materials to build a signal-blocking room for her in an empty basement office.

      He and Kwame returned to the TZ to find she had already ripped through every last drop of new Agar they’d left for her, delirious and in the grips of self-blame over losing Dillard. They raced back to Campus and hurried her into her new refuge, where she’d spent every moment since.

      Francine hadn’t managed to reverse-engineer Agar 2.0 yet, but until she did, Owen tightly rationed her remaining supply. He hoped her body would adjust as it had when she survived deactivation, but something about it made weaning impossible. The hours between were a mix of manic energy and lethargy, punctuated by horrific headaches and nausea. Bizarre dreams visited her regularly.

      Just a week of this was enough for Novi, who left in the middle of the night and made it almost ten kilometers south before they found her. It took both Owen and Spencer to drag her back in the rig.

      From the corner of his eye, he caught a flash of movement on the other side of the river. His eyes fixed on the spot and he saw it again, a purple blotch among the green brush strokes.

      “There!” Owen said, pointing across the river.

      “I see her,” he mumbled, shaking his head.

      “Just get in front of her. I’ll talk her down.”

      “You’d better,” he warned, nervously eyeing the clock at the lower right of the rig’s display. They’d been at it for an hour and still had to get back. “There’s a break in the trees up here.”

      Owen reflexively tightened his restraints in preparation for the jump. Bruce swung out a bit to give a sharper angle then launched the rig easily over the river, its buttery suspension swallowing most of the impact.

      Bruce hadn’t even lowered it all the way down before Owen unbuckled and jumped to the ground. Novi appeared through the tall grass, her eyes darting to either side of the rig as though she might run around it, but she stopped ten meters away, panting.

      “Go … back!” she cried.

      “Not a chance,” Owen said.

      Bruce stepped down, ready to jump back in if she took off again. “Novi, we don’t have time for this.”

      “You still don’t get it,” she said. “Sooner or later, they’re going to find me. And then they’ll find Campus, and all this will be for nothing. I’m not getting anyone else killed. You have to let me go.”

      “Well, we’re not,” said Owen. “We need you. I need you.”

      “I’m a liability.”

      “We all are.” He thumbed in Bruce’s direction. “Bruce is a dick. That’s a serious liability.”

      She smirked and cocked her head at Bruce. “Fair point.”

      Bruce rolled his eyes and growled, “Get in already.”

      Conflict played out on her face. Bruce would leave them both there if he thought it best for the colony. Owen needed to sweeten the pot.

      “Spencer’s almost done with your Faraday suit,” Owen said. “You’ll be back in the fight in no time.”

      That was a lie. Spencer was focused exclusively on his Biodrone reprogramming project. While he sympathized with Novi’s situation, the bugs were an essential part of their plan to break Cytocorp’s power. In truth, the suit was only in the design stages, but she didn’t need to know that.

      Tears welled but didn’t fall. Her Synth, which modulated her emotions, always stopped her just short of crying, but it couldn’t hide the pain in her eyes. Her resilience had worn to nothing, and she felt sidelined during the fight of their lives. Owen understood this better than anyone.

      “I’m tired, O. I can’t do this anymore. I won’t.”

      The only thing she wanted more than to wallow in guilt over Dillard’s death was revenge. Sharpe was the architect — not just of this, but everything that had happened to her. Anytime he needed to re-center her, that was all he had to say.

      “The next time you see Sharpe, you want to be in biostraps or standing over him with your foot on his chest?”

      She huffed and looked away. “Damn you, Owen Welsh.”

      Bruce nervously eyed the skies over them and ran his hands through his graying hair, exasperated.

      “Novi, please,” Owen urged, coming face to face with her. He took her sweaty cheeks in his palms. “You can’t leave me alone with Bruce.” He removed the final enticement from his pocket, a little bottle of Agar, and gave it a shake. “I even brought you a present.”

      She snatched it from his hands with the speed of a rattlesnake and drained it in two gulps. Her eyes closed and gave a deep, contented sigh as she rose to her full height, re-energized.

      She shoved the bottle into his chest and brushed past him en route to the back of the rig. “Fine. But you’d better not be lying about the suit.”
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      With Novi settled back in her room, Owen had to decompress. Running twenty kilometers on an empty stomach with only a sip of Agar as her reward left her drained and hostile, but at least she’d sleep a while. He stepped out of the science building into the unbroken shade of the trees and wound his way through haphazard patches of root vegetables to the cider house.

      Back in its day, the little college offered a major in agribusiness, and had dedicated the southwest corner of its acreage to a modest instructional farm. The cider house was a kwonset hut with long metal tables and an array of adjustable shelving for the evaluation and storage of food. If you wanted company, someone was usually around.

      Everyone had a role in growing things, especially at harvest time, which was fast approaching. In addition to the root vegetables and leafy greens, which were perfectly happy in the shade, they grew apples and plums and grapes. A pair of trees generated bucketfuls of hazelnuts. A prolific blackberry patch produced fat berries that burst in your mouth like liquid candy. There was some soy and kale for protein, and a healthy tangle of snap peas.

      But as far as Owen was concerned, apples were king.

      The Dome’s hydroponic towers didn’t have any trees. While he knew about apples, his first taste came as a revelation. They could be eaten raw or baked into a pie. They could be made into cider or vinegar or fermented to make an alcoholic beverage called applejack.

      Byron’s daughter, Dee, stood at one of the long tables sorting apples from the water barrel into smaller bins. Byron came in carrying a big wooden box of apples and set it down with a grunt.

      “Hey, Owen. Think fast.” Dee hurled one at his face with surprising velocity, which he barely caught.

      He sucked air between his teeth, shaking his hand as though it had stung him as he laughed. “Pretty soon I’ll need to wear armor when I come in here.”

      Owen sighed and bit into it, savoring its crisp freshness as he hopped up onto the table.

      “How is she?” asked Dee.

      “Stir crazy.”

      Two of the regular colonists, sisters in their thirties who came out of the mountains the previous spring, passed through carrying buckets they’d used to clean the solar array. They both smiled suggestively at Owen before going out through the other door. He smiled politely, waiting until after they left to roll his eyes.

      “Now there’s a come-hither look if I’ve ever seen one,” Byron teased.

      “Hard pass.”

      Most of the people at Campus were ordinary Seam-dwellers who had stumbled upon it as their scavenging runs widened, found the Phage welcoming, and decided to stay, like the sisters.

      The Phage initially gave Owen the impression of a brainy militia — the tip of a larger and formidable spear that had waited for years to strike a fatal blow against the Company.

      But no well-equipped and dedicated army lay in wait. In fact, he and the other escapees from Dome Six had more than doubled their numbers.

      In traveling westward ahead of the Reclamation, Dillard cultivated plots of resistance where he found them, using the poorly known mythology of Bertram Hopper, Owen’s scientist great-great grandfather, to give it shape. Not exactly a slam-dunk.

      Besides, by then, actual militias defended America’s remaining cities and towns against the Company’s naked pillaging of their resources. They weren’t interested in strategy, nor did they care to acknowledge that the hoarding of guns would merely make it easier for Cytocorp to collect them after they were dead.

      That left two basic factions for Dillard to try and recruit — passive resistors whose only real plan was to remain defiant to the end, and smug survivor types like ex-military and religious zealots who relished the opportunity to hunker down and watch society consume itself.

      Neither was very receptive to Dillard’s pitch, which hinged upon the maintenance of long-range communications and the discovery of Hopper’s lost research, the latter of which he believed to be a silver bullet against Cytocorp’s ambitions.

      In the end, communications was an easier sell. Because Dillard had worked in Testing and Development, he knew the signal-sniffing Biodrones were coming, and that once they did, long-range communication would be impossible. With government satellites and network infrastructure under Cytocorp control, the Seam would be cast back into the nineteenth century.

      Only a hardy few could manage it, and fewer still remained in the remote places. The forty-two Seam-dwellers who called Campus home were rough folk, not much for conversation, but they were expert farmers and hunters and felt only gratitude for the Phage offered. Medicine. Weapons. Expertise. If called upon, they would answer.

      “Kwame’s not back yet?” Owen asked.

      “Don’t think so,” said Byron. “Why didn’t you go up?”

      “I haven’t been up there since the burial. It’s too hard.” He heaved a sigh. “Besides, I’ve got Novi.”

      “I hope Aaron’s okay.”

      After making initial contact with the Domes, Aaron stayed behind to babysit The Upload. The only safe way to deliver the necessary files and instructions across the old Inter-Dome Network was to let it drip out a few bits at a time over several days. Anything more risked detection by CAINN. If the Company found data coming over the network and traced it back to Dome Six, Aaron would be dead and the Domes would be screwed.

      They took turns making weekly supply runs in one of the rigs, sticking tight to old roads in the foothills of the Coastal Range to stay out of sight. Aaron literally lived in the Nexus, so they’d bring fresh clothes and make him clean up, swap out his honey bucket, and return.

      Finding the concrete channel full of bodies changed all of them, but especially Aaron, who had seen his mother among the dead. Sitting on a metal platform talking to a computer for two months struck him as a way to process it.

      “I’m sure he is.”

      “How’s the apple?” Dee asked.

      “Sweet. Like you.”

      “Whatever!” She flicked water at him from the barrel.

      “Spencer said you’re helping check traps tomorrow,” said Byron. “What are you buttering him up for, I wonder?”

      “Novi’s Faraday suit.”

      Byron blinked. “I thought he couldn’t start on that until after he collected enough of the bugs.”

      “Yeah, well, I might’ve promised Novi to get her back in the rig.”

      “Promised what, exactly?”

      Owen cast his eyes down at the table, tracing random patterns with his finger. “That Spencer was almost done with it.”

      His face fell, his voice adopting the universal tone of paternal disappointment. “Dude …”

      “I had to tell her something!”

      “And what happens when she finds out you lied to her?” asked Dee.

      Spencer, undeniably the brains of the operation, certainly had his hands full.

      The Biodrone traps were atop one of the mountains to the east, surrounding what Spencer called the installation. The transmitter tower was up there, too, along with Spencer’s equipment.

      He hoped to collect a thousand of them in order to test his reprogramming idea, but the pressure was on to finish soon. The mission to the Burn bought them time, but they couldn’t know how much. It was like racing against the clock, only you didn’t know if you had five minutes or five seconds. Moreover, they had no idea what the Company was up to.

      On top of that, he and Francine had been trying to crack the code of Owen’s DNA.

      Back in the Dome, the Legacy of his great-great grandfather, Benjamin Welsh, told him he was actually Bertram Hopper, and that he’d hidden his research in his own DNA. Owen didn’t believe it until he learned about the history of the Phage, and by the time he revealed his connection to Hopper, Dillard was gone.

      Spencer found it all a bit far-fetched, but an analysis of his DNA using the college’s dusty old sequencer indeed showed extra strands attached to his own that suggested stored data. So far it was a cipher.

      The low rumble of an approaching rig met their ears. Dee’s face lit up and she dropped the apples she was holding. “Kwame!”

      Byron dried his hands on his shirt and followed Owen outside. Kwame rolled up, lowered the rig’s suspension and climbed down, smiling his epic smile. Dee ran to give him a hug while Owen and Byron came around to the far side.

      “I was starting to think you got lost,” said Byron.

      “Aaron was very talkative,” Kwame explained, embracing him and Byron in turn. “And he sent along a gift.” He reached in his pocket and held out a tiny quantum cube.

      Owen took it and turned it over in his fingers. “What’s this?”

      Kwame flashed his brilliant white smile and winked. “A surprise.”
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      The leaders of the Phage sat in a circle, Novi’s cage barely large enough to accommodate their chairs. She and Owen sat on her bed. A century earlier, it had been the office of some poor graduate student. Pale yellow paint flaked and cracked off the cinder-block walls. Owen had cleared the single, narrow window of leaves and pine needles but little daylight made it inside. In an hour, they’d need candles.

      An ancient, dust-coated holobar sat in the middle of the room. Kwame slipped the quantum cube he’d brought in the slot, connected it to power, and it blinked reluctantly to life.

      “What’s the big surprise?” Owen asked.

      A list of files popped up on the screen. Kwame tapped one then sat back in his chair. “You will see.”

      The screen disappeared momentarily, but when it came back, Aaron was in the room with them as a hologram. From the shoulders up anyway. He looked like he had when they left the Dome, clean-shaven and bright-eyed — not the gaunt and smelly hermit Fran described him as. But how was this possible?

      “Hi, guys!” he waved.

      Owen’s brow wrinkled, his eyes darting between Kwame and Spencer. “What is this?”

      “It is Aaron,” said Kwame obviously. “Say hello.”

      It dawned on Owen he wasn’t really there. “It’s Aaron’s Legacy?”

      “Ding!”

      Novi turned to him confused. “I thought they were only dead people.”

      “Ordinarily, yes,” Aaron said, “but since I had the time and admin access to IDA, I found my Legacy data, so I updated and rendered it out. Pretty cool, huh?”

      Like all Legacies, Aaron’s occasionally slid into “uncanny valley” territory, not quite nailing the little tics and speech patterns that made him him. But it sure as hell was better than not seeing his old friend at all.

      Owen returned Kwame’s beaming smile. “It’s good to see you.”

      “Now that the gang’s all here, Aaron,” began Bruce with a smirk, “how about you bring us up to speed?”

      The glow from Aaron’s Legacy danced on their faces as he animatedly talked. “Right. Well, it took two weeks, but the package has finally been delivered to all the Domes. I used that time to establish rapport with our contacts and make sure they understood the situation.”

      “And do they?” asked Bruce.

      “Yes, but I don’t think they’ll really get it until they watch the video.”

      Elle had recorded a message to the Domes revealing the truth about the outside world. The original idea was to physically hack into each Dome and force a citywide broadcast, but that was before the Phage learned about the deadly red Macros that would kill them if they tried to leave.

      Unfortunately, they still didn’t have a plan for that. If Owen’s DNA happened to hold the key to Hopper’s secret compound, it might allow them to destroy the Macros and safely get everyone out of the Domes. Until then, the Phage hoped to bring them into the fight by using their only real leverage against the Company — Agar. If the flow were to stop, Cytocorp would be in a serious bind. That’s when they would strike.

      “Anything else?” Bruce asked.

      “Not really. I miss you guys.”

      “We miss you, too,” Owen said.

      Elle, who had been quiet to this point, sat up in her chair. “Novi, how are you feeling?”

      “Better,” Novi replied, though the lack of color in her cheeks indicated otherwise. “It looks like I’ll have my Faraday suit pretty soon, so that’s good.”

      Spencer’s eyes narrowed and slid over to Owen, who suddenly felt very hot.

      Novi continued, “Listen, I’m sorry for running away again. I can’t stand putting you all at risk every day, but I know you’ll just come after me anyway. It won’t happen again.”

      “I can’t imagine what you’ve gone through,” said Elle. “It’ll be good to have you back.”

      Owen gulped, wishing he could leap up and squeeze through the window. Something told him this Faraday suit project wasn’t going to be simple.

      “Speaking of which …” Novi continued, “I might’ve had an idea.”

      “Let’s hear it,” said Bruce, sitting back in his old, rolling chair.

      “Spencer, you told me once that you skimmed data off the Conduit. Is that right?”

      He leaned forward, rubbing his hands together. “Yes. Back in the day, we could get in through a maintenance hatch and sift through Company traffic, but it would be impossible now.”

      “Why?”

      “CI-31 gundrones.”

      “What are those?”

      “Russian-made quadcopters with big-ass guns that kill anything that moves. The whole Conduit’s crawling with them now.”

      “Did they detect your breach?” Novi asked.

      He shrugged. “Doubtful, but I don’t know for sure. Why?”

      “Because bringing the Domes into the fight won’t be enough. We need the Cities.”

      Spencer glanced at Bruce and Fran. “How do you propose we do that?”

      “Through the Reach.”

      Spencer opened his mouth to raise some technical hurdle, but Elle paused him with her finger. “How?” she asked, deeply intrigued.

      “We’re already banking on the truth to bring the Domes into the fight, right? Well, people in the Cities don’t even know the Domes still exist, let alone about the new Synth. The Globalists would lose their shit if they knew.”

      Elle had lamented that the Globalist movement could be useful to the Phage, but nobody knew how to trigger them. Owen was as curious as the rest of them what she had in mind since they hadn’t discussed it.

      “And how would we drop this … truth bomb in the Reach, exactly?” asked Bruce.

      “By getting me in.”

      Spencer smirked like Novi was joking, only she clearly wasn’t. “You’re serious?”

      “The Conduit’s a data pipeline. If you could skim data off it without them knowing, maybe you can add a little.”

      Spencer laughed ruefully like she was off her rocker. “You want to inject your mind directly into the Reach with no Interface.”

      “The new Synth should be compatible, even if it’s still in beta.”

      “But exiles get deleted from the database,” Spencer protested. “You’ll be, like …”

      She shrugged. “An empty avatar? A black square? What difference does it make?”

      “Then what?” Elle asked, still trying to cut through the tech talk.

      “Then I find Janus, my old biomodding teacher. If anyone’s plugged into the Globalist movement, it’s him. He supposedly has a Sandbox.”

      “What about Gabe?” Owen asked.

      “I’ll need him to bring me up to speed on Garrett’s plans. Then, maybe he can work on getting Stephen out.”

      Spencer ran his fingers through his hair. “Novi, look, I admire your ambition, but like I said, it’s crawling with …” He trailed off, following some new thread before turning to Owen. “Bonneville Dam.” Now his eyes widened as he breathed into his hands, as though trying to resist berating himself. “Holy shit!”

      Owen drew himself up. Bonneville Dam was the phony Phage headquarters Dillard told him to give up in case he got his ass captured. General Aramor chased it down and found out it was bullshit, but that’s as far as it went. Until he lopped off Owen’s hand, anyway.

      “What about Bonneville Dam?” Owen asked.

      “Did Aramor ever tell you what happened? Like how he knew you lied?”

      “No, he just said he knew. Why?”

      “The Conduit’s not far from the dam. I’ll bet he re-tasked a gundrone to check it out. If so, then we might have a disabled one waiting for us.”

      “Disabled?”

      “Dillard had me rig a little trap, just in case.”

      “How does that help us get into the Conduit?” Owen asked.

      “I can rig it with an EMP and let it go. It should punch a hole big enough for us to get out.”

      “What about getting in?” Novi asked.

      Spencer paused, then threw his head back and laughed, his eyes darting around the ceiling as it sometimes did when that big, beautiful brain of his really kicked in. “We give it the middle finger.”

      “Sorry, what?”

      “The first swarm I hacked. I reprogrammed them to give the Spire the middle finger,” he said mischievously.

      “That’s right!” said Owen, laughing. “So the Company would come after our rig and not Francine’s. I totally forgot.”

      “After I’m done testing the new protocols, I won’t need the bugs anymore. I could use them as a distraction while we slipped by.”

      Bruce shook his head. “I don’t know, Spence. It sounds like a stretch to me.”

      No one spoke as they all looked around at each other. Elle finally broke the silence.

      “We don’t win this fight without taking risks.”

      Bruce’s expression betrayed his doubts about this idea. He favored caution over bravado, often to a fault. Dillard had clearly pulled him into his more cavalier orbit, but he had since drifted back. In the wake of Dillard’s death, everyone looked to him for leadership. Unfortunately, Dillard had more charisma in his nose hairs than Bruce did in his whole body.

      “I agree with Novi,” Owen declared. “We need the Cities. If there’s a way to involve the Globalists, I say we do it.” She smiled appreciatively back at him. “And if she can get Gabe and my dad out in the process, well, so much the better.”

      “Let’s sleep on it,” Bruce said, rising from his chair. “Work out the details and we’ll reconvene tomorrow. It’s time to eat. Aaron, we’ll check in with you next time.”

      “Roger that,” said Aaron’s Legacy, giving a thumbs up. Kwame unplugged the holobar, removed the cube, and followed everyone out, leaving Novi and Owen alone on the bed.

      She looked at him over the tops of her eyes, a delicate smile playing across her face. “Thanks for backing me up.”

      “Of course.”

      “Sounds like Spencer’s got his hands full. Hard to believe he has time to make my suit on top of everything.”

      “Right?” Owen said, shaking his head. “I don’t know how he does it.”
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      “Ugh, come on, already.”

      Maggie McGann lay on her stomach in the dark of her room in the Apprentice dormitory staring at a tiny progress bar that seemingly hadn’t moved all day. Her feet tapped impatiently on the bed.

      It wasn’t like Aaron didn’t explain why it would take so long to deliver the files. They were coming over the old Inter-Dome Network, and to keep Cytocorp from detecting the traffic, could only be sent a few qubits at a time. She got all that, but jeez.

      She flipped from that screen back to her running chat with Aaron and typed, Taking forever.

      He often juggled conversations with his contacts at the other Domes, in which case it took a minute or two for him to respond. Whatever he was sending her would change everything. Maggie wasn’t the secretive sort, but this one had her in a knot.

      Her entire shift in at the inventory desk in the Stores was spent in eager anticipation of returning to her room and opening the files, yet here it was, stuck at ninety-nine percent.

      Technically, the data package could be a virus made infect IDA and kill them all, though she very much doubted it. Aaron said there was a video that would need to play over the Dome’s broadcast system, a full and truthful account Cytocorp’s many deceits, and a detailed plan for getting them out. She knew she could trust him.

      Once the initial excitement of being contacted by someone outside Dome Five ebbed, however, reality rushed in to fill the void.

      To do what they were asking was a security breach bordering on treason. Administrator Guthrie had sent people to the Box for less. As of now, she was still just a seventeen-year-old Apprentice having a highly improbable conversation with a man from Dome Six. Once the download completed, she’d have to actually do something. But every time she felt overwhelmed or anxious, Aaron was there to reassure her.

      ALMOST DONE came the reply.

      How are you?

      TIRED

      Me, too. Need to ask you something.

      OKAY.

      Why me?

      YOU FIT A CERTAIN PROFILE

      Which is?

      OPEN MINDED

      Open? Maybe. Curious? Definitely. Once she knew Aaron had answers, she peppered him with questions. Some, he could answer. But he’d only been out in the world for a few weeks himself before taking over for Spencer.

      Maggie hadn’t quite wrapped her head around everything, but she knew the broad strokes.

      The Domes secretly manufactured Agar, which people in the Northern Cities needed to fuel a biosynthetic ecosystem inside them. Two Domes supported each of the four megacities, home to hundreds of millions who were unaware the Domes still existed. However, Cytocorp was about to replace them with larger, automated ones deep in the Burn. They had destroyed Dome Six already and might do the same to them any day now.

      The approach of footsteps in the hall announced her roommate Elisa’s return from the cafeteria. Maggie got placed in an undemanding job as an inventory clerk in the Stores while Elisa worked in the hemp mill.

      She quickly typed Wait and flipped the tablet over just before Elisa entered.

      “Hey,” she said.

      “Hey.”

      “You’re not eating?” Elisa asked.

      “I may go later.”

      She noticed the tablet lying face-down. “You still on the same sudoku?”

      “I’m on a new, more impossible one. Just taking a break.”

      “Need an assist?” Elisa asked.

      “Nah,” said Maggie. “I’ve got all night.”

      Elisa filled her ration bottle at the tap and closed it up. “You coming to Max’s?”

      Her boyfriend, Max, was a junior requisition officer in the Authority’s Directorate of Infrastructure. She spent a good deal more time at his place these days.

      “Yeah, I’ll be by in a bit.”

      “Great. I’ll leave you to your thrilling puzzle.”

      “See ya.” Maggie smiled and picked up the tablet like she was settling in for a marathon sudoku session as Elisa slipped out.

      Once she heard the door open and close at the end of the hallway, Maggie woke up her tablet and flipped back to the download screen. A flutter of panic seized her on finding the familiar progress bar gone, but then realized it had finally completed.

      Until Aaron told her how to get to this back-end area of her tablet, she never even knew it existed. It required her to enter something called “diagnostic mode.” Then she had to navigate through a baffling series of menus to access the tablet’s core files.

      She discovered the compressed archive at the top of the stack and tapped it to extract the files. In addition to the video file Aaron promised, there were dozens of documents and executables, the first of which was labeled MAGGIE.

      The instructions provided extensive and very specific information about what to do, how, and when. As she skimmed it, the panic she’d felt earlier returned in spades.

      For starters, she’d have to hack IDA.

      The Dome’s AI determined everything from Placements to work schedules to conception permits and drove every critical system that kept the Dome running. IDA’s mainframe and datacenter were housed in an impenetrable bunker deep beneath the Authority called the Nexus. Supposedly, running the script would drill straight through the network layer to the subroutine that controlled Dome-wide broadcasts.

      Maggie closed the instructions, took a deep breath, and opened the huge video file that had taken so long to deliver.

      After watching it, she set her tablet back down and cried, her nervous anticipation replaced with abject fear. However they chose her for this job, they were wrong. The truth was too heavy for her narrow shoulders to bear.

      As an unseen hand squeezed her chest, she switched back to her chat with Aaron.

      I watched it.

      He came back immediately. ARE YOU OKAY?

      No I’m freaking out.

      DON’T FREAK OUT. I KNOW ITS A LOT.

      Maggie got up and paced around the small room with her hands in her hair, agonizing over what to do. After a time, she collected herself and sifted through the instructions in greater detail.

      Step one was to watch the video, followed by a bold-faced admonition reiterating what Aaron had repeatedly said — DO NOT TELL ANYONE YET.

      The second step described how to run the script that would force the video to play on every single screen in the Dome, including the giant projection system over the Agora. Once that happened, everyone would know what she knew.

      Maggie indulged the same fantasy as everyone else did — that in her lifetime, the Epoch would deliver good news and they would be able to leave. But now, confronted with that very possibility, doubt began to creep in. Was she merely open-minded as Aaron said, or just gullible? Suddenly, she wasn’t so sure.

      No. Aaron was on the level, but she couldn’t possibly be expected to bear this alone. Elisa was her closest friend and the obvious choice, but she couldn’t tell Elisa without Max finding out, too.

      ARE YOU STILL THERE? TALK TO ME.

      Talk later.

      The stakes were too high. If something went wrong or if she got disconnected from Aaron, she’d still have to live her life. A cushy Placement like hers shouldn’t be casually discarded. If this went sideways, she could wind up working third shift in the FPC for the next sixty years.

      Maggie stuffed the tablet in her pack and headed down Rad 40 to Arc 12. Why did it feel like everyone was looking at her? She reached Max’s building and headed up to his unit.

      Max was a good guy. Unlike most people who worked in the Authority, he didn’t view himself as better than anyone else. He’d gotten a lucky Placement and that was it. If he aspired to become a Director or even Administrator, he didn’t let on. She could trust him.

      She rapped on his door. He answered a moment later.

      “Hey Mags,” Max said, gesturing for her to come in.

      Elisa was sprawled out on the couch listening to IDA-generated music and playing a game on her tablet. She lifted her chin in greeting.

      “Did you solve your puzzle?” she asked, not looking up.

      “Actually, I wasn’t doing sudoku.”

      Elisa frowned, clearly thinking it was a peculiar thing to lie about. “Okay …”

      Maggie set her bag down and took out her own tablet, then double-checked to ensure the door was completely closed. Max watched her with a quizzical look on his face.

      “What are you doing?” he asked.

      “There’s something you need to see.”
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      Even after picking dozens of Biodrones out of the traps, Owen still thought they might come alive and attack him. A single one turned Aaron into a ragdoll with its paralyzing stinger, barely able to move more than his eyes for nearly six hours. They looked innocuous enough, with their dull gray bodies and delicate wings, but he knew better.

      Inside was tech he couldn’t even fathom — some unholy combination of cybernetics and synthetic biology, not unlike the failsafe Macros that killed everyone in Six, but far more advanced. They saw the electromagnetic spectrum like real insects saw flowers and leaves. At least, that’s how Spencer described it.

      In Aaron’s case, he had been wearing Hideki’s device around his neck when they entered the Skel. By that time, its range was down to ten meters, maybe less, yet one of the bugs had zeroed in on its faint signal. If Francine hadn’t caught and squashed it in her metal glove, it would have attracted an entire swarm.

      Of course, it wasn’t the only synthetic insect they had to fear. Another kind called Hypoflies had taken out both Edwin and, technically, both Dillard and Aramor. They were much smaller and bullet-shaped, piercing the skin before they burst and released an infectious agent.

      “You’re sure it’s dead?” Owen said.

      “Quite,” Spencer assured him.

      The traps dotted the towering Douglas firs in haphazard fashion, a patchwork of steel mesh netting strung between the trees in varying heights and directions all around the mountaintop installation. When the sun glinted off the gossamer wires, they resembled the work of a deranged spider.

      Owen used to wonder why the bugs didn’t just zero in on people, but now he understood there was no need. The only way the Phage and other Seam-dwellers posed a threat was if they could communicate over distance, but the Biodrones made that impossible. Their job was to follow electronic signals to their source, transmit their location, and either surveil or destroy.

      They weren’t weapons per se, but they had two defense mechanisms — the paralyzing stinger that got Aaron, and a magnesium core that would burn at three thousand degrees centigrade if it self-destructed. A swarm could turn just about anything to ash in seconds.

      Spencer had already figured out how to hack an individual swarm’s neural network, using them as sort of 3D pixels to give the Cytospire a giant middle finger. His next challenge was to reprogram multiple swarms at once and trick them into attacking Cytocorp’s own transmitters as one.

      Owen snatched it off the net and tucked it in his satchel with about a hundred others. Spencer hoped to collect as many as possible from different swarms in order to test the new programming. He figured he had at least a thousand.

      He gave its shimmering, translucent body a small squeeze and felt it give and bend like a living thing. Nothing mechanical about it. “What insects are they supposed to look like again?” Owen asked.

      “Dragonflies.”  Spencer tapped on his watch. “Now come on — I want to get back before dark.”

      Owen’s legs weren’t as strong as when he climbed up and down the Towers every day. By the time the old cinder-block housing at the base of the old tower came into view, they were burning pretty good. The bone-dry forest was too dense for the rig, so they had to park at the bottom and hike about four miles to the top. The round-trip from Campus took all day.

      “So, listen, about the meeting last night …” Owen began.

      Spencer didn’t turn around. “You mean the bit about Novi’s Faraday suit being almost done?”

      “I had to give her something or she wouldn’t get in the rig. You know how she is.”

      “Then I guess you’ll have to admit you lied.”

      That wasn’t an option now. He’d shown Novi a light at the end of the tunnel, and he couldn’t turn it off. “I can’t.”

      Spencer came back to him, twigs crunching under his boots. “Then make it yourself.”

      “I don’t know how.”

      He ran his fingers through his greasy, shoulder-length brown hair and gave a heavy sigh. “Look, man, I feel for her. I do. She’s family. But this …” he pointed emphatically at the tower. “If this works, she won’t even need a suit because their comms will be toast. That’s how we win.”

      “But this Conduit plan depends on her, right?”

      Novi accepted she’d be stuck in the cage until there was another solution. Owen wondered if there might be a way to make a whole suit out of signal-blocking materials, though figuring out how would fall to Spencer. But the Biodrone project had taken nearly all his time, and he only had a rough design in mind.

      Spencer looked away, his fingers drumming on the back of his neck. “Tell you what — I’ll talk you through my design tonight and show you how I’d make it. You figure out the rest, I’ll help you test it. Fair?”

      He smiled. “Yeah, that’s fair.”

      Spencer kept working his way up the slope.

      The dense canopy trapped the oppressive summer heat while also blocking the breeze, effectively turning the forest into a pine-scented oven. A single spark would turn it into hell on Earth. Owen wiped his brow on his sleeve and took a sip of water before scrambling up the final pitch of loose volcanic rock to arrive at the installation.

      A largely intact cinder-block building housed the electronics for the antenna, which looked for all the world like a tree. Owen rapped on it with his fist. It rang metallically.

      “You said this was for telecommunications back in the day?”

      Sweat dripped off the end of Spencer’s nose. Why he kept his beard so long throughout the summer, Owen couldn’t say. He took a pull of his water.

      “Some were made to look like trees. A few got left behind in the Reclamation. Too much trouble, I guess.”

      Owen squinted up at the pointy top of the tower, its fake branches still hanging off the side. “It’s powerful enough to reach the other Phage?”

      Spencer nodded. “Well, enough to hit the satellite when it passes. As soon as we broadcast, the bugs will cover this mountain like a goddamned plague of locusts. Before they destroy the transmitter, most should be reprogrammed to go after Cytocorp. At least, that’s the idea.”

      Dillard’s solution to the communications problem posed by the Reclamation was to establish a series of communities near the Domes to maintain a network of carefully hidden radio towers. An ancient amateur radio satellite called SO-50 still remained in low-earth orbit, which was capable of delivering a message to all Phage colonies at once.

      Radio communication across vast distances required repeaters to boost the signal. Amateur satellites like SO-50 worked essentially like terrestrial repeaters, only they weren’t stationary and were about six hundred fifty kilometers up. It circled the earth in a pattern that could be calculated to the minute, so a focused signal could arm it and let you communicate with someone far away.

      Dillard couldn’t have known how many Biodrones there would one day be, and how difficult they would make life for the Phage. The bugs were so sensitive and ubiquitous that even a brief test of the system risked of drawing swarms to the source. Thus, to broadcast anything was to consign the transmitter to destruction — and betray its location to the Company.

      And, so, the only broadcast worth risking the safe operation for was the one that would tell the Phage colonies it was time to help free the Domes.

      Owen’s eyes roamed over the dusty solar panels that covered the whole south side of the installation. He set down his pack and removed the cleaning rags, then moistened them with water.

      “How are the batteries holding up?”

      “They’re as ancient as the panels. If we have a stretch of clouds and rain, they drain fast.”

      Owen still wasn’t used to the caprices of weather. He froze or he melted. After living his whole life under a temperature-controlled UV shield, the novelty of full, brutal sunlight and cold nights had worn off quickly.

      Spencer checked the batteries, panels, and connections while Owen wiped dust and pollen off the solar panels.

      By the time Spencer finished his tests, the sun was on its way down to the Coastal Range and it was time to go. He seemed chattier than usual, so Owen ventured to ask the question he’d avoided ever since the mission to the Burn.

      “Hey, you knew Dillard pretty well, right?” Owen asked, hanging back to avoid getting smacked with a branch.

      “As well as anyone could know him, I guess,” Spencer called over his shoulder.

      “What’s that mean?”

      Spencer turned around, uncapping his bottle of water. He took several gulps, the water dribbling down his beard, and smacked his lips.

      “Dillard liked to joke around, but he was all business. Ask him about the Reclamation or Hopper and he’d talk your ear off. His personal life was off-limits.”

      “What about Bruce? They seemed close.”

      He considered this for a moment. “As close as two intensely private people could be. Why do you ask?”

      Morale had tanked in the wake of the Burn mission, so much that Owen wasn’t even sure whether Spencer, Bruce, and the others still believed they could beat Cytocorp. It was as though Dillard’s intensity and charisma fueled them, and they didn’t quite know what to do without it. Novi had the same sense.

      “Did he really believe we could take down the Company, or did he just want revenge for his family?”

      Spencer crunched through the carpet of needles for several seconds, long enough that Owen wondered if he’d heard the question. But his pace slowed, and he turned around.

      “What do you know about his family?”

      “I know Cytocorp punished them for his crimes. At least, that’s what Novi heard Aramor say.”

      He looked away. “What do you believe?”

      “I need to believe they’ll pay for Dome Six.”

      “Then that’s what you hold on to.”

      Dillard would’ve told him that yes, of course the Company would pay. He might not have believed it himself, but he would’ve made Owen believe it. That was his gift. But the Phage was all lieutenants and no general now, and that made Owen nervous.

      “What about you?”

      Spencer heaved a sigh and rubbed his eyes, the sweat and dirt on his fingers turning them instantly red. “Look, man, if you need someone to put a fire in your belly, I’m not your guy.”

      “I’m asking if you really think we can beat them.”

      He shrugged. “What if I said no? Would you give up?”

      “Of course not.”

      “Then it doesn’t matter, does it? I’m not gonna lie, this plan is a long shot, but we’re gonna give ‘em hell either way. I’m in this ‘til the end.”

      “Okay, then.”

      “Okay.” He pivoted and continued down the hill.
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      Novi again found herself in an ocean of knee-high grass, carrying something that felt like a backpack full of metal. Every labored step took her further from everything, yet she had no destination. On the plus side, her headache was gone.

      “Don’t do it,” said a voice behind her.

      She turned to see Dillard standing there, buck naked and utterly unashamed. A leather flask was slung over his shoulder. He clutched a gnarled walking stick, the tip worn smooth. A lanky wizard wanting for a robe.

      He flashed a smile. “I know it’s heavy, but you can’t set it down.”

      “A literal weight on my back? A little on the nose, don’t you think?”

      He shrugged. “It’s not my dream.”

      “Then what are you doing here?”

      “Good to see you, too, Novi.” He winked.

      “Where are we?”

      His lip twisted in thought. “You might call it my summer place.”

      “Am I dead?”

      He barked a laugh. “Do you want to be?”

      That she had to even think about the answer startled her. “There are days.”

      “And there always will be,” he said, raising a finger.

      “But you’re still dead, right?”

      He leaned in conspiratorially and whispered, “Not sure. I blew off orientation.”

      “So, what — you just walk around naked?”

      “Sometimes I skip.” He winked. And take naps. Lots of naps.”

      She surveyed the endless rolling hills. Snow-dusted mountains loomed in the far distance, patrolled by hawks that swooped and screeched with delight.

      Mud pooled around her feet as though she weighed two hundred kilos. “What exactly am I carrying?” she asked.

      “What you need.”

      Novi could feel the weight on her back but nothing tangible. “I don’t understand.”

      Dillard extended his hand and helped her out of the mud. “Walk with me so you don’t get stuck.”

      He strolled through the grass, barely leaving a mark while the muck clutched at her feet with each labored step.

      “Why don’t I feel tired? I’m always tired.”

      He shrugged. “As the saying goes, never look a gift horse in the mouth.”

      They strolled through the grass, up one little rise and down another like a ship at sea.

      “Was it bad?” Novi asked.

      “Was what bad? Oh — you mean Aramor emptying his pistol into me while running from a bunch of speeding Hypoflies? Nah. This calmness washes over you and you’re just like, ‘Well, here we go.’ Easier than a shit in the woods.”

      “Is he here, too?”

      Dillard guffawed. “Aramor? He showed up to the same potluck as me a while back. Super awkward.”

      They stopped at the next crest. Below them stretched a lush valley, crisscrossed by sparkling creeks. A colorful little cabin sat in the middle of a bend, framed by a teeming moat of vibrant blue and yellow flowers. It was so beautiful, tears welled in her eyes.

      “What is this place?”

      He shrugged. “Home. Well, your version, anyway.”

      She rolled her eyes, shaking her head. “You were never comfortable in your time, were you?”

      His eyes narrowed, intrigued by the question. “What makes you say that?”

      “You like old things, and the Phage believes an old story.”

      He scratched his chin. “That’s the curse of living only in the past and the future. You’re never really there. As for liking old things … I guess I’m just sentimental.”

      “But now you’re here, and time doesn’t exist anyway.”

      “Exactly. Come on. Let me show you around.”

      He led her down the hill toward the cabin, the grass swaying in the caressing breeze.

      Novi nodded at his shoulder. “What’s in the flask?”

      “Oh this? Wine. You want a snort? It’s good.”

      She paused. Wine was an extravagance for most in Pacifica, generally reserved for special occasions. The wine in heaven had to be pretty solid, right?

      “Sure.”

      He removed the flask from his shoulder and handed it to her. She took a long pull of the wine, a complex, letting it cascade over her tongue. Maybe it was her Synth, but she thought she could taste time itself. It warmed her from the inside.

      “Damn,” she said, wiping her mouth on her sleeve.

      He winked. “I know, right? We don’t fuck around when it comes to spirits.” He chuckled at his own joke and continued down the hill. “See what I did there?”

      “Wine technically isn’t a spirit.”

      He rolled his eyes. “Semantics. I stand by the pun.”

      They seemed to cover the distance between them and the cabin much faster than they were actually moving, especially with her leaden limbs. Suddenly they were right in front of it.

      “Wait — how did we get here?” she asked, shaking her head.

      “Who cares? Just roll with it.”

      He held the door open for her.

      “Come on in. Mi casa es su casa.”

      To her surprise, a woman and a little girl were in the kitchen, the girl coloring at the table while the woman kneaded dough. It smelled like fresh bread and firewood — exactly how she imagined her little fantasy home in the Seam would smell. When she turned back to Dillard, he was wearing old-timey clothes like what the woman and girl wore.

      “Hello!” said the girl brightly.

      “Well, hello there. Who are you?” Novi asked.

      “I’m Ophelia.” She leapt into his arms and he spun her around. “Who are you?”

      “Novi.”

      The woman, quite pretty with kind, crinkly eyes, glided over to her.

      “How do you do, Novi?” she asked, taking her hand. “I’m Gertrude. I’ve heard so much about you.”

      Back in the Burn, when Aramor took them prisoner, he said Dillard had a family, and that they paid for his crimes. She gave Gertrude a toothy smile as Dillard set Ophelia down. She immediately returned to her coloring project.

      “Me, too,” Novi said, hoping it didn’t sound like the lie it was.

      She peered down over Ophelia’s shoulder to find her drawing a girl alone in a boat on a placid mountain lake. A girl with purple hair. She’d fantasized about this precise scene while she was stopped in the rig at the edge of the Burn. Her, alone and floating on water.

      “Is that … me?” Novi asked.

      She giggled in lieu of a reply.

      “Will you be staying with us, Novi?” asked Gertrude, smiling warmly.

      “She’s just visiting,” Dillard said. “In fact, she should be getting back pretty soon.”

      Novi salivated at the smell of bread. Her stomach growled. “I thought time had no meaning here.”

      “Says the man who’s always late.” Gertrude jabbed Dillard in the ribs and returned to the kitchen as he barked a laugh.

      Ophelia giggled and waved goodbye while Dillard held the door for Novi.

      “Keep your pants on, Frank!” Gertrude called after him.

      “Get off my case, you old battle ax!” He winked at Novi and pointed at the lush, verdant fields of grass and clover surrounding their little home. “Come on, I’ll show you the back forty.”

      “Your real name’s really Frank?”

      His face darkened. “Only she gets to call me that. And my brother.”

      “Is he here somewhere, too?” Novi asked.

      He sighed. “Not yet. But not for lack of trying.”

      They curled around the side of the cabin and strolled along the edge of a crystalline stream. A hover of trout filled a pool below a little riffle, eagerly snapping midges off the sparkling surface.

      “What Aramor said about your family was true?” Novi asked.

      Dillard, who moments earlier seemed light as a feather, slumped his shoulders. His eyes drifted to the ground.

      “I betrayed the Company and they paid the price.”

      Novi’s heart ached for him. She never imagined Dillard’s aw-shucks demeanor masked that kind of pain. No wonder he was so committed to his cause after all these years.

      “Now you get to be with them forever, right?”

      “Yes, but … my guilt followed me here.”

      “They forgive you. You know that, right?”

      He shook off the thought like it wasn’t worthy of consideration. “If you ever have to choose, choose family.”

      “I don’t have a family.”

      He tilted his head down, looking over the tops of his eyes at her like she was an imbecile. “Really? Still not enough symbolism for you?”

      “The Phage is my family.”

      “Once you reach a certain age, you get to choose your family. Sometimes, they choose you. I guess you’re a little of both.”

      Everything Novi did to get exiled was for family. The search for it. The need to belong. To trust and be trusted. Upon learning the truth — that her real mother and father died at the hands of Cytocorp — she’d chosen to accept being alone. Only she wasn’t.

      After a moment of regarding her reflection in the stream, she said, “Now I definitely know this is a dream.”

      “How?”

      “Gertrude and Ophelia are the only female characters in Hamlet.”

      He scratched his chin. “Interesting theory. You should be getting back, though. There’s work to do.”

      “Will I see you again?” Novi asked.

      “You never know.”

      “So how do I get back?”

      “Close your eyes, click your heels together three times, and say, ‘There’s no place like home.’”

      “Seriously?”

      “Nope. Just get in the creek. It’ll help you wake up.”

      She climbed down the bank and stood in the water, her feet going instantly numb.

      “No, I mean get in the creek.”

      She sat down in the water and immediately began to sink, the weight on her back threatening to pull her under. A moment earlier, it was less than half a meter deep. Fighting it made no difference.

      “Let go,” Dillard said, smiling. “Just let it all go.”

      The water closed over her face filling her with dread as Dillard’s lithe, shimmering form receded. The current made her sway from side to side like a submerged weed, distorting Dillard’s body.

      When her eyes fluttered open again, she was in her bed in the Faraday cage. Owen looked down at her, the candlelight playing on his face. As he had many times before, he was dabbing her forehead with a cold compress.

      “Hey,” he said.

      Novi sat up, struggling to reorient herself. She touched her fingers to her temples and pulled her hair behind her ears.

      “What time is it?” she asked.

      “Three, three-thirty. You muttered something about Hamlet.”

      “Did I?”

      Now she remembered the dream. It seemed so real. In a way, maybe it was. She threw her arms around him, sparking a surprised laugh.

      “What’s that for?” he asked.

      “If you have to choose, choose family,” she said, pressing her cheek into his shoulder.

      “Okay,” he laughed. “Family it is.”

      He couldn’t know exactly what she meant, or why saying it out loud meant so much for her, but that was okay. For the first time in her life, she was truly part of something, and Owen knew her well enough to simply allow the moment to linger.
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      Something about the horse barn intimidated Elle. It struck her as a place for and by horse people exclusively, for only they could navigate the weirdly ancient customs and implements of horsemanship. This fear was only compounded by the otherworldly proportions of the horses themselves, shining and mythical beasts of muscle and hair and vigor that merely tolerated humans.

      But intimidation and intrigue were kissing cousins, and after two months at Campus, her curiosity had finally gotten the better of her. At least her missing right hand gave her a solid excuse to never climb aboard one of the thundering equines.

      All she knew about their two horses was that the larger, darker of the two was an older, ornery stallion. The smaller, golden-hued one was a younger mare with a more abiding temperament. Bruce hadn’t arrived yet, so she decided to venture in.

      She gave the stallion a wide berth. It snorted in her direction and gave its elongated head a shake as she shuffled sideways, only approaching the mare’s stall when she was tight to the far wall.

      The horse’s lustrous chestnut coat caught the early morning light that streamed through the window, adding definition to the powerful muscles beneath.

      Elle tentatively reached toward its long snout. The horse nickered and lowered its head, which she took as a good sign. As gently as possible, she extended her fingers and stroked. The mare seemed to appreciate her touch, bringing a smile to her face.

      She cooed, “You are nice, aren’t you? Would you like something to eat?”

      The grain bucket sat on the cement floor nearby, about half full of barley. She scooped some into her hand and eased it toward the mare’s mouth. Where she was expecting a polite nibble, she got a hungry nip to the thumb.

      “Ow!” she jerked her hand back, dropping the handful of grain. The mare snorted at her, upset.

      “Sorry, girl,” she said. “Maybe I’ll wait for Bruce.”

      From the moment she arrived Campus in the dusty rig, her connection to the colony surprised her.

      The Phage comprised one colony for each of the eight Domes. Campus was technically Phage Six. Soon, the other colonies would be called upon to lead people out of the Domes and help them start a new life.

      She often imagined what it would’ve been like for her people if they’d survived. The Phage would’ve taught them about the world, how to grow things in soil, and how to survive in the wild. But then what? Some would’ve stayed in the Dome while others chose a fresh start in the Seam. A few may even have taken their chances in the Northern Cities.

      Of course, none of that happened.

      The tragic destruction of Six had little to do with her, but she’d still been a cog in the Company machine. The same sense of duty and responsibility that shaped her identity as Administrator had bound her to Luther Downing’s selfish errand, just as his own desperation bound him to Cytocorp. How could she not have seen him for what he was?

      Maybe that’s why she was drawn to the horses. They didn’t know or care who you were or what was in your heart, and they were incapable of deception. Until Campus, animals were just things described in the Cache, no different from record players and microwaves. Intimidating or not, a living, breathing horse struck her as a miracle.

      “Looks like you made a new friend,” said a voice behind her. Bruce stood in the doorway of the barn with his hands in his pockets.

      She held up her thumb. “She nipped me pretty good.”

      He chuckled and gave the mare a pat on the side of its head. It snorted appreciatively and scraped at the hay-strewn floor like they were old pals. “Yeah, that happens.”

      “I don’t think they like me.”

      He gave a knowing smile. “Horses can see right through you. You have to earn their respect.”

      “Why keep horses when we’ve got the rigs?” Elle asked.

      Bruce smirked. “Dillard and I learned to ride on our way west. Figured it didn’t hurt to keep a couple around. That one’s called Annie after some Old West cowgirl. The stallion’s called Hayou, like hey, you. Dillard thought it was clever.”

      “I’m sure he did.”

      He gave a pained smile. “His head was always either in the past or the future. Anything good happened long ago or was just around the corner.”

      “You don’t believe that?”

      “I care about today and tomorrow.” Bruce picked a brush off a hook next to Hayou’s stall and ran it down Annie’s sleek mane. She lowered her head and snorted her approval. “Guess that’s why I never put much stock in this Hopper stuff.”

      “I thought Hopper was your patron saint.”

      He clicked his tongue. “Hopper was Dillard’s thing. He just wanted a silver bullet.”

      “But Owen’s DNA …”

      “Eh!” He dismissed the thought with a curmudgeonly wave of his hand.

      Elle studied his expression as he brushed the horse. “You don’t think we can save the Domes, do you?”

      He leaned against the door to Annie’s stall and lowered his eyes to the floor.

      “Before you showed up, everything was set. Spencer would hack the Reach and muck things up in the Cities long enough to activate the other Phage and break everyone out of the Domes. Blow a hole in the wall and be done with it. It made sense to me.”

      “Then you realized it couldn’t happen that way.”

      Bruce nodded. “The new Synth, the Agar facility — there was always something we hadn’t accounted for. We improvised, and then we improvised some more. Once we found out about your death Macros, well … as far as I was concerned, we lost the thread.”

      “But there are still seven hundred thousand people in the Domes.”

      “But as long as those things are inside them, they can’t leave.”

      “We’ll figure something out.”

      “The game has changed. Our first priority is to stop the Company.”

      “But we need the Domes’ help to do that. And the Cities.”

      “You think we should go to the Conduit,” he said, rolling his eyes. “It’s a suicide mission.”

      Elle didn’t know Dillard well, but she’d often wondered why he and Bruce were close. Dillard’s brand of woo-woo faith didn’t exactly gel with Bruce’s just-the-facts pragmatism. He pulled another clump of hair from the brush, patted Annie on her snout, and hung it back on its hook. He meandered outside, gazing out across the valley as he picked at his thumbnail.

      Elle followed after him. “Novi’s right. Cytocorp’s not taking the Globalists seriously.”

      Bruce scoffed. “That’s no uprising. It’s an empty cause.”

      “Exactly. But all Cytocorp has to do to pacify them is say they’re reopening trade. That makes our window pretty small.”

      Bruce studied her a moment as though looking for something in her eyes — a lack of conviction, perhaps, or an unspoken concern. In any case, he didn’t find it because it wasn’t there.

      His eyes narrowed at her. “Say Novi manages to drop this ‘truth bomb’ of hers. You really believe they’ll take to the streets?”

      “Anything that takes Sharpe’s eye off the ball is a good thing.” Bruce thought for a moment, chewing his lip. “If we divide their attention, maybe we buy enough time to get Gabe and Stephen out of the city. To me, it’s worth the risk.”

      Bruce sighed, shaking his head as a faraway look crossed his face. “When you came back from the Burn and told us Dillard was gone, I thought, ‘Well, that’s it. It’s over.’ It made me realize I believed in what we were doing because I believed in him. But what drove him wasn’t belief — it was pain.”

      Elle recalled what Aramor said to Dillard back at the Agar facility. Since he wasn’t around to answer for his crimes, his wife and daughter answered for him.

      “You mean his family.”

      He nodded, his eyes darkening. “Cytocorp took everything from him. I don’t have that same fire burning in me.”

      “What are you saying?”

      “I’m no leader. Anyone can see that. But you … people look up to you.”

      Since she was a little girl, Elle Travers wanted to lead, not follow. She knew it, her best friend Tosh knew it, and IDA knew it, which is why she’d been chosen to be Administrator. She’d walked into Pacifica because it had to be done and she had nothing to lose. Now she had plenty to lose, but the void inside her remained. How could Bruce know what was missing before she did? What if she failed the Phage like she failed Dome Six?

      “Me?”

      “What you did to get Owen and Novi out of Pacifica was the ballsiest thing I’ve ever seen. And now this business with the Conduit … Either you’re batshit crazy or you should be the one calling the shots.”

      Anything that stood between Cytocorp and its aims was worth dying for. Whoever led them needed to believe that with all their heart, and Bruce clearly didn’t.

      “You’re sure?” Elle asked.

      “I’d lay down my life for Campus,” Bruce said. “Something tells me you would, too.”

      Elle didn’t need time to consider this. She drew herself up and extended her hand. Bruce took it.

      “Looks like we’ve got work to do.”

      A knowing grin crept across his face. “Yes, ma’am.”
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      Prima, the first Tasker capable of human speech, stood before Garrett Sharpe in the dark hallway outside the Regency chambers. He made a slow circle around her, inspecting the fit of her uniform and makeup.

      Her lustrous black hair cascaded over her shoulders and framed her polyethnic face. They’d begun with it pulled back in a ponytail, but it made her look too imperious, so he had her leave it down. The last thing he needed was for the Regency to think she was some goddamned android.

      No, she was something else entirely. Something new. A way for CAINN, the world’s most advanced AI, to inhabit a human form. It had learned all it could from data, and so it designed this remarkable vessel to help deepen its understanding.

      By its very nature, the Tasker brain was easier to control than a human subject, but as a proof of concept, she was a stunner. He couldn’t wait to show her off.

      Sharpe smiled as he reached in and unzipped her jacket another few inches, exposing the tops of her plump breasts. She didn’t flinch.

      “Wait ’til these dirty old men get a load of you.”

      “How should I appear to them?” Prima asked.

      “Strong, but not too strong. Smart, but not too smart. Go for balance.”

      “Non-threatening, in other words.”

      “A little threatening is good, but stop short of scaring them,” Sharpe said with a wink. “Their shriveled black hearts couldn’t handle it.”

      The Charlie guarding the door cleared his throat and said, “Sir, they’re ready for you.”

      “Good.” Sharpe turned back to Prima. “Showtime.”

      She gave a toothy smile. “Let’s go.”

      “Don’t smile like that. They’ll think you know something they don’t.”

      Her giant, toothy grin dropped. “I know a great deal they don’t.”

      “Indeed, you do.”

      The Charlie touched his shoulder, nervously eyeing Prima. “Sir, she’s not allowed inside.”

      CAINN was effectively the fifth member of the Regency, available to answer and advise, but only ever as a disembodied voice.

      Sharpe smiled and gave a wink. “It’s fine, William. She’s with me.”

      The Charlie stepped aside. Sharpe smoothed his jacket and strode into the Regency chambers with Prima in tow, her heels click-clacking on the smooth floor.

      Holograms of the Regents of Lakeland, Easton, and Atlantica were seated around an ornate table in the center of the large, hemispherical room. Their forms, only visible above the level of the table, made him think of ancient stone carvings on a distant shore, weathered and irrelevant.

      Up in the Chief Executive suite, Eliason labored under the illusion he was still a Regent, oblivious to the fact Sharpe had usurped him. He couldn’t know it yet, but Eliason’s new title was Useful Fool.

      Sharpe stood just behind the last of the buttery leather chairs with Prima beside him.

      “Gentlemen,” he said, grinning. “Always a delight to see your cheerful countenances.”

      “Who’s she?” asked Tierney, Sharpe’s counterpart in Easton.

      Sharpe ran his fingers through her hair and across her shoulders. “Allow me to introduce you to Prima.”

      Their faces registered shock. The last they saw of her was a 3D model. He’d been cagey about how far along they were so he could surprise them.

      “This … is a Tasker?” asked Keller, who ran the show in Atlantica.

      He grinned knowingly. “Amazing what skin and clothes can do, is it not?”

      Tierney leaned forward, a satisfied smirk on his face as he took her in. “Very impressive, Sharpe. And CAINN is …”

      “With us as always. Say hello, CAINN.”

      “Hello, CAINN,” she intoned with a smirk.

      “You believe she’s ready for the summit?” Tierney asked.

      “Her role will be to observe and analyze, as CAINN has always done. If she helps inspire … confidence on behalf of our international guests, then so much the better.”

      “Premier Sokolov’s gonna love her.”

      Indeed, Prima’s entire look was based on the Company’s careful analysis of the Russian’s exotic tastes. Of all the alliances they hoped to forge at the summit, Russia was the most crucial.

      “She’s remarkable,” said Theroux, Lakeland’s odious Chief Executive, who was almost certainly touching himself.

      “I’ll present her as our new Director of Intelligence,” Sharpe said. No one ever had such a title, but he hardly needed permission to make it up. Besides, it wasn’t far from the truth.

      “What about CAINN’s other responsibilities?” Theroux asked.

      Sharpe hated this whole charade. Shared governance was an arcane and ineffective way to make decisions. For now, though, he still needed them — even Theroux. Fortunately, he wouldn’t have to suffer these fools much longer. Once the ink dried on their deal with the internationals, he’d dissolve the Regency once and for all, and it would just be him and Prima, the righteous king and his all-knowing queen.

      “She only requires a tiny sliver of CAINN’s attention. If necessary, it can leave her at a moment’s notice.”

      “Then what will she be? A meat sack?”

      “In that case, she’d merely revert to her core bioprogramming as my personal assistant.” Their eyes still roamed appreciatively over Prima as Sharpe studied their faces. “Shall we begin, then?”

      Keller cleared his throat. “Very well.”

      “Good,” Sharpe said, settling into his chair. “I call this meeting of the Fourth Regency to order.”

      Theroux said, “We’re eager for an update on the repairs to AD-1.”

      The Phage had succeeded in mucking up the Agar facility, but it didn’t have the impact they clearly hoped. AD-1 was ahead of schedule to begin with, and they wouldn’t need new Agar for another several weeks. These hand-wringing geriatrics needed reassurance that there was a steady hand at the tiller.

      “The terrorist attack delayed our schedule, but not so much as they hoped. The Taskers have already cleaned and disinfected the flooded sublevel. It’ll return to full capacity in two weeks.”

      “Why haven’t these terrorists been eliminated?” Theroux spat, more accusatory than genuinely curious.

      Left to his own devices, Sharpe would’ve sent every last Charlie into the Seam to squash the Phage, but CAINN argued their leadership structure was now broken and that they posed no significant threat to the trade summit.

      “Because we have bigger fish to fry.”

      “Why double the size of Division C if not to root out this … Phage?” Tierney asked, his lips curling derisively around the word.

      Sharpe opened his mouth to answer, but Prima interjected. “If the trade summit is successful, we may have to contend with entire armies, hence the buildup of Division C. Any significant deployment of our assets to deal with a handful of domestic terrorists runs counter to logic.”

      “What about our drone capabilities then?” asked Theroux, apparently still determined to press the issue. “Can’t they sniff these people out?”

      Talk about drone capabilities. He should listen to himself talk for a while.

      “The gundrones are there to protect the Conduit,” Sharpe said. “They don’t have the range to patrol the Seam. As for Biodrones, the Phage doesn’t seem to generate any detectable signals. While that makes them difficult to find, it also means they can’t organize on any material scale.”

      Sharpe was an assistant director of Testing and Development during the latter part of the Reclamation when the Biodrone project was in the planning stages. The original design was aggressively anti-personnel, with the goal of turning the Seam into a literal no-man's-land. CAINN proposed a more economical approach, whereby the Biodrones would simply roam the Seam in search of electromagnetic signals and destroy or disable the source.

      The logic was sound. Only a few hundred thousand people still remained in the Seam, mostly subsistence farmers. In CAINN’s estimation, isolation and destitution were sufficient deterrents.

      However, as the Reclamation wound down, it got sloppy. Many crews had been in the field for years and wanted nothing more than to finish and return home. Entire communities, even some bridges and rails, were left nearly untouched. The Phage had exploited this to their advantage and clearly had access to useful tech.

      Theroux snorted his disapproval, peering down over the top of his ridiculous white mustache. “I still believe we should snuff them out before they can pull any other stunts.”

      “Noted,” Sharpe said tersely. “May we move on?”

      Tierney, who generally supported Sharpe, broke the awkward silence that followed.

      “I trust CAINN’s judgment on the Phage. How are you dealing with the Globalists?”

      Sharpe perked up, much preferring this line of questioning. “We’re cracking down. Demonstrations are smaller and less frequent now. They largely rely on the Reach to coordinate.”

      “I say we close the Reach altogether until we identify them,” Theroux said, as though that was the easiest solution, and they were all too dumb to see it. His brain was a blunt object.

      “The Reach is a drug not unlike Agar,” Sharpe said. “You want to take one of their drugs away, be my guest. Just make sure the rest of us are at the mountain retreat.”

      Theroux bristled, but Sharpe was right. If they learned anything from the Domes, it was that people needed an outlet. An unoccupied mind would ponder its circumstances, and that was the road to ruin. The only way to keep a city of a hundred twenty-five million humming was to make sure they never got bored or discontented.

      Tierney smirked. “Something tells me you have a different idea how to handle this.”

      Sharpe smiled mischievously. “We announce early.”

      Sales was all about knowing when to talk and when to shut up. He sat quietly as this idea washed over them.

      “The plan was to wait until global distribution was well underway,” Theroux said.

      “Conditions have changed. We can’t risk the Globalists disrupting the summit. If they know what it’s for, they might realize it’s in their best interest to stand down.”

      It was a risky play, but also the path of least resistance. In his view, the worst-case scenario wasn’t that the internationals would get spooked, but that the Globalists would just find something else to rail against. It’s what these people did.

      Even Theroux appeared to see the wisdom of this idea. “And you think it will placate them?”

      Sharpe shrugged. “Yes. Long enough to woo the internationals, anyway.”

      “How would you make this announcement?” Keller asked.

      He pounced on the buy signal. “We’ll speak in terms the Globalists will understand. Tell them we heard them and are re-opening trade.”

      “But you would not release details of the new Synthiont?” Theroux confirmed.

      He couldn’t be this dumb. He just couldn’t.

      “I said announce early, not lay our entire hand on the table,” Sharpe said.

      Once trade opened, accepting the new Synth would be the cost of living in a more open society. The price of both it and new Agar would be just out of reach for the lowest classes, who they didn’t want in the Cities anyhow. They, along with the Globalists, would be exiled.

      Full acceptance of Cytocorp’s biosynthetic ecosystem would always be a condition of living in the Northern Cities. They just wouldn’t be running a charity anymore.

      Tierney jumped right on board. “If it helps us keep our focus where it belongs, I think it’s our best bet. I vote in favor.”

      “I vote in favor as well, with reservations,” Theroux said, to Sharpe’s everlasting surprise. “Perhaps if our security forces are less occupied by the Globalists, they can go after the terrorists.”

      “I vote against,” said Keller. “It makes us look weak.”

      Keller usually went his way, but it didn’t matter. As Chief Executive, Sharpe’s vote counted double. That meant he only needed one of the others to support him, and he had two.

      “Then we have an accord,” Sharpe said.

      “Unless there’s more, I have other business to attend to,” said Theroux.

      He didn’t care to imagine what Theroux meant by “other business.”

      “Not quite,” Sharpe said. “Once we announce, it will be time to for our absent colleague to … step down.”

      CAINN said charisma was worth more than competence in a leader, which suited Ulrich Eliason to a tee. Outside the Regency, everyone still believed he was the head of the Company, including and especially Eliason himself.

      But rejoining the global economy would require a much firmer hand. Perhaps selfishly, Sharpe wanted to make sure he got due credit for the sea change about to unfold — not that buffoon in the Chief Exec suite.

      “Proceed,” Tierney said.

      “Very well. Unless there’s more to discuss, gentlemen, Prima and I have a speech to write. Say goodbye to the Regents, Prima.”

      “Goodbye, Regents,” Prima said.

      Sharpe smiled. He liked how she said it almost as much as he liked hearing the words.
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      Since he was a little kid, Gabe Sharpe had been warned not to leave the house under any circumstances. His father said it wasn’t safe for the children of High Execs, and that the Reach should be enough.

      Indeed, his parents almost never went anywhere themselves, not together anyway, and his father only went to work at the Cytospire or, rarely, to some Company function elsewhere in Cytocity, which was already restricted to Execs.

      He never used to understand, but he did now.

      The Globalist movement may have started in the Reach, but it had made its way to the streets now, often resulting in violent clashes with Charlies. Even Novi said walking around Pacifica, especially at night, was a dicey proposition. She’d almost gotten pulled into a protest on more than one occasion.

      Of course, all that had changed. Now Novi was on the outside fighting with the Phage and he was still stuck in Pacifica, alone. If he saw his father at all, it was just in passing, and his mother evidently spent every waking hour in the Reach.

      Knowing what his father was really up to, and especially what he’d done to Novi, had sapped Gabe’s enthusiasm for tinkering in the lab. He could only spend so many hours aboard the Darkdawn or watching Instructives in the public Reach, and he was getting antsy.

      Novi implied she’d be back for him, but she’d have to be insane to try now, and she had no way to contact him through the Reach. In all likelihood, he was on his own until he turned sixteen. Because of who his father was, he could easily skip the four years of junior service and enter directly into the Executive Development Program, but that wasn’t what he wanted anymore.

      He wanted to join Novi and Owen. Real fighting and real adventures with real people. Given the chance, he’d deactivate his Synth in a heartbeat. Novi had shown him it was possible.

      But what was he supposed to do until then?

      Between rumbling around in a Skelrig and taking a Vacupod to find Sabra, he felt emboldened. Getting around in the city was dead simple, and there was so much of it he’d never seen. The Towers. The Agar refineries. The marina. He just needed to be anonymous.

      Gabe got dressed in his most pedestrian clothes, rode up to the main floor, and bounded upstairs to check on his mother. As expected, she was flat on her back in bed, pinched into the Reach and dead to the world. He briefly considered leaving a note on her tablet, but figured he’d be back before she even knew he was gone.

      Downstairs, his father’s office was silent as usual. Gabe’s original plan was to zip around town in a Vacupod to cover the most ground, but that was exactly the sort of thing a High Exec’s kid would do. He didn’t want to be that kid today, so he decided to take one of the cars. He’d see more that way anyhow.

      He entered the garage and got in the sleek silver Mercedes, arguably the less flashy of the two. The car awoke as he settled into the plush seat, the glowing blue trim pulsing to life.

      “Good morning,” said the onboard AI, a British female voice. “I don’t recognize you. What’s your name?”

      “Gabe.”

      “Hi, Gabe. I’m Mira. Where can I take you today?”

      “Let’s start with the Towers.”

      “Got it. Let me secure your restraints.”

      Soft, spongy straps snaked over his shoulders while another curled around his hips. The moment they connected, the garage door retracted up into the wall and the morning light streamed in.

      “Is that comfortable, Gabe?”

      “Yeah, it’s fine. Let’s just go.”

      The car glided silently out of the garage and turned right down the hill. When it reached Oceanside Parkway, it turned right and headed north.

      Living in the Cliffs, as their ritzy neighborhood was called, created the impression that lots of people in Pacifica lived that way, but his trip out to the Perimeter had disabused him of that notion.

      Each of the Northern Cities began life as a Cytocorp campus — four in total. Every decision and design served to integrate work and life to the fullest possible extent.

      Train lines radiated symmetrically outward from Cytocity, connected by other lines in roughly concentric circles that got wider toward the Perimeter. The closer you got to Cytocity, the more expensive everything got. If CAINN gave you a promotion, you made more scrip, worked fewer hours, and moved closer to Cytocity. The higher you climbed, the easier life became.

      The seawall completely blocked Gabe’s view of the ocean as the car glided silently toward the Towers on the outskirts of town. Only High Execs could even dream of having cars since they had to be shipped from overseas. As such, the road was practically empty. It took a long, curved ramp to the right and continued east, Mira occasionally reminding him how much further they had.

      Pacifica’s twenty-five aeroponic Towers were half a cubic kilometer each, essentially gigantic steel cubes overflowing with plants and herbs. Roughly three hundred people worked each level, which meant around three quarters of a million people worked each shift. A couple hundred thousand more worked the cricket farms or manufactured Cytomeat on the east side.

      Gabe stared at the looming Towers, his mouth hanging open. The bones of the Time Before had been ripped out to build this and much more.

      “Arriving at the Towers,” said Mira, winding down a narrow ramp before merging onto the empty road that led to the south gate of the complex.

      There must have been a thousand demonstrators outside the gate. The car slowed and came to a stop a hundred meters away.

      Mira said, “There is danger ahead. I recommend another route.”

      “Stay here,” Gabe said, and opened the door, the sound of chanting immediately filling the cabin.

      “It is not safe to leave the v–”

      Gabe closed the door behind him and wandered toward the demonstration. They were facing the gate as they chanted.

      “Open up! Turn the page! Let’s play on the world stage!”

      As recently as a few months ago, Gabe didn’t understand any of this. The whole point of the Northern Cities was self-sustenance, wasn’t it? That’s what he was taught.

      Now he saw the Globalists not as adversaries or terrorists, but kindred spirits. How many times had he overheard his father refer to troubles abroad? Couldn’t Cytocorp technology help them? Why couldn’t they play on the world stage again?

      He fell in at the back of the crowd, softly repeating the chant so as not to draw attention to himself. The Globalists had their own sort of secret language in the public Reach, where he rarely ventured, but somehow, they’d organized both this and probably a dozen other demonstrations in the city at the same time.

      A girl roughly Novi’s age noticed him standing off by himself and came up to him wearing a beautiful smile.

      “Hey,” she said. “Are you part of the movement or just a lurker?”

      He wasn’t sure what to say. Was being a lurker a bad thing? “I’m in the movement. Big time.”

      “Cool. Were you at the refineries last week? That shit was insane!”

      “Heh, totally.”

      “Check this out.” She lifted her shirt, showing her bare left side to him, revealing an ugly purple-yellow bruise the size of her head. It was hard not to stare. “Concussor went off right next to me.” She let her shirt drop, shaking her head. “I couldn’t breathe for, like, five minutes.”

      “That sucks!” said Gabe, trying match her outrage. “You come to a lot of these?”

      “As many as I can. We used to have a couple dozen people but look at us now.” She gave a self-satisfied nod. “The fascists are starting to pay attention.”

      Gabe didn’t know what a fascist was, but if it was bad, then his father probably was one.

      She was about to say something else when her eyes drifted up past his left ear, her smile dropping.

      “Speak of the devil,” she muttered.

      He whirled to see a cluster of dark gray Division C vehicles racing toward them past the Mercedes, which had pulled itself even further off the road.

      “Here they come!” she hollered, and hundreds of heads turned toward them.

      The vehicles stopped fifty meters away. Dozens of Charlies in full-body armor and clear shields poured out and formed a wall around them.

      “This gathering is unlawful,” boomed an authoritative voice from a speaker on a vehicle near the middle. “Return home at once. Your identities have been logged.”

      The girl’s arms shot into the air, both middle fingers extended, and screamed, “Log this, you fucking fascists!”

      Gabe’s pulse quickened. He’d meant to stay on the sidelines, but now he was right in the middle of it. Charlies were the law. You were supposed to be afraid of them, not give them the finger. But this girl was fearless. How many times had she been logged? Was she just at the point where she didn’t care anymore? Gabe didn’t want to be logged either, lest his father find out about this, but where could he go?

      “Go home! This is your final warning.”

      From behind Gabe, someone started chanting again.

      “Open trade is in the air! We’re not going anywhere!”

      The girl immediately joined the chant as she grabbed Gabe’s hand. A man in his thirties took his other hand and did the same, screaming such vitriol at the Charlies that spittle flew from his mouth.

      Swept up in the excitement, Gabe forgot himself. In a few short minutes, he’d gone from being a bystander to being on the frontlines of a protest. Was breaking the rules always so exhilarating?

      The Charlies opened fire in unison, sending concussors whistling into the crowd that burst in midair. Gabe’s bones rattled as they tore holes in space, knocking people on their asses. The runners had nowhere to go. The girl he’d been talking to ran forward with her arms raised but took a blast to the chest and sailed backwards, landing heavily in a motionless heap.

      Instinctively, Gabe bolted toward her. He’d nearly reached her when an explosion near his knees swept his legs from under him, sending him somersaulting ass over tea kettle as he landed hard on his shoulder, his ears ringing with the peal of a million bells. Everything sounded like he was underwater, and it was hard to focus.

      The staccato bursts of concussors made it a war zone. Through one squinty eye, he saw whole clusters of protestors upended like dolls. Meanwhile, the Charlies continued their assault, closing in on them.

      He crawled toward where the girl lay still and had nearly reached her when a pair of hands grabbed him by the back of his shirt and hauled him to his feet.

      A pissed-off Charlie behind a face shield scanned his Interface. “Who have we here?” As soon as he saw Gabe’s citizen record, the color drained from his face. “You’ve got to be fucking kidding me.”

      Another Charlie came up behind him and peered over his shoulder at the display on his wrist. “What is it?”

      He looked up at Gabe and frowned. “What the hell are you doing out here, kid?”

      “I just came to see the Towers. I didn’t know about this,” Gabe said.

      He glanced worriedly back at the girl, who still hadn’t moved.

      “How did you get here?” he asked.

      Gabe indicated the Mercedes behind them. The Charlie in charge gave the two holding him a tight nod and they let him go.

      “Go home. You don’t belong with these degenerates.” He leaned over to the one who scanned him and said, “Purge his logs. I don’t think his father needs to know he was here.”

      The soldier did as he was told while he man in charge stepped back and gestured toward the waiting Mercedes.

      “Is she okay?” he asked, still looking anxiously back.

      “Not your problem,” he said sternly. “Now get in the damn car before I change my mind.”

      His father said the Globalists were a terrorist plague, but they weren’t armed and weren’t harassing anyone. They were just chanting. Who thought this crackdown was necessary? Eliason?

      Gabe wanted to be defiant, but the protest was over. What would happen at the next one? What if a thousand people became ten thousand? A million? There were only so many Charlies. They couldn’t keep doing this forever, could they?

      He made his way past the Charlies with a limp and returned to the waiting car. The girl still hadn’t moved.

      One of the Charlies nudged her with his boot, scanned her, and shook his head. They left her there and moved onto the other injured protestors while the rest got hauled onto trucks. Anyone who tried to breach the Charlie barricade wound up on their backs, bloodied and shellshocked.

      When Gabe got in, the door closed, restoring the hermetic silence. The ringing in his ears was so loud he could barely hear Mira.

      “Your heart rate is abnormally high. Shall I take you to a medical facility?”

      “No,” he muttered. “Just take me home.”
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      Owen lay flat on his back staring at the ceiling and wondered if or when he’d ever return to a normal sleep schedule. He’d been working on Novi’s Faraday suit all day and into the night, hand-stitching the mesh panels to the tough, fibrous material of the Symbisuit. His hands still ached from the effort.

      A small rap came at the door, and Dee poked her head inside, her long hair woven into a tight braid. She fancied herself the official messenger of Campus, fetching people to one place or another.

      Adapting to life in the Seam didn’t come easy for anyone, but Dee took to it like a champ. Her ideas about the world were still delightfully plastic, her gusto infectious.

      “Mahstuh Welsh,” she said, adding a deep curtsey to her clunky British accent. “Pahdon the interruption, but your presence is humbly requested in the infuhmary.”

      Owen popped up and returned a deep bow. “Thank you, m’lady. I will hie my butt hence.”

      She giggled and walked with him down the hall toward the door. “How’s Novi?”

      “She’s hanging in there. How are you?”

      She gave a shrug. “Meh. Will you be in the Archive today?”

      “It’s all yours.”

      “Yesss,” she said, pumping her fist and dashing off

      The Phage began an archive of the internet in 2084, the year after the Originals moved into the Domes, and continued for the better part of three years until the Reclamation began. Even Spencer couldn’t guess at its uncompressed size.

      Sabra had converted half of Francine’s lab, a former chemistry lab, into a proper infirmary. After serving as the Phage’s de facto medic for so long, Francine was so delighted to have a real doctor with them she gladly surrendered the space.

      Owen bounded up the steps and entered through the open door. He expected to see Sabra, but Francine and Bruce were there with Spencer and Elle. Their faces were grim.

      “Hey Owen, thanks for coming,” Elle said. “How’s our girl today?”

      “Sleeping, I hope,” Owen said. “How’s it going with the Agar?”

      “Not great,” Francine said. “There are compounds in it I can’t identify, let alone replicate. My guess is, the plants they use are genetically modified to produce them.”

      “Well, shit.”

      “Yeah,” Francine said. “Unfortunately, the news about your DNA isn’t much better.”

      “Okay …” Owen said, settling into an old metal chair.

      Francine continued, “We’re certain there is data in your DNA. Reams of it. Unfortunately, it’s encrypted.”

      “It would be weird if it wasn’t, right?” Owen asked.

      “Yes,” said Spencer, “but it doesn’t seem to use any encryption schema from Hopper’s day. We can’t make any sense of it.”

      The size of his disappointment surprised him. He didn’t really believe he was Hopper’s descendant, or that his DNA was special, but he’d indulged the fantasy that it would hold the key to getting people safely out of the Domes.

      Elle exchanged a look with the others. He didn’t like the look on her face one bit. “Freeing the Domes is one thing but keeping them alive is another.”

      “But … ours were deactivated so quickly. Can’t we set up the radiation thing and run people through it?”

      “We considered that,” Spencer said. “Even if we could completely shield the radiation from the Biodrones — which is a big if — and we treated one person every minute, it would take two months to treat everyone. Per Dome. It’s not feasible.”

      Owen was crestfallen. His blood connection to Hopper had gone from an impossibility to their best shot at getting everyone out of the Domes alive. Now, they were back to square one.

      “Where does that leave us?”

      Bruce said, “We get them to stop making Agar and retreat into the Stores. They’ve got a couple weeks of air down there. We get in, start the radiation treatments and just keep at it until …”

      He didn’t have to finish. Until Cytocorp pulls the plug. How long before the Domes were obsolete? A few weeks? Days, even?

      “Well, screw that!” Owen said, his eyes fixed on Bruce. “We joined you because of what happened to Six. Because we wanted to keep it from happening again.”

      Elle leaned forward resting her elbows on her knees. “Owen, I don’t like this any more than you do, but our priority is stopping the Synth from getting out. If we do that, we buy ourselves a lot more time. If we don’t, billions of people will wind up like Novi.”

      He stared at them, incredulous. Maybe he’d been naïve to think they could save the Domes. Maybe he’d wanted to believe it so badly he couldn’t see all the hurdles that still remained. But on this objective, he wouldn’t bend.

      And where was Elle’s rage? Now that she was in charge, had she returned to her former cold logic?

      He pushed his chair back, pleading with his arms. “So, what? We’re just writing off the Domes?” He turned to Elle. “Seven hundred thousand of our people?”

      “There are ten billion lives at stake here, Owen. We’ve got one shot at this, if we’re lucky,” Elle said. “The Domes are in the fight now. We need them to hold fast.”

      Spencer nodded. “She’s right. Getting Novi into the Reach gives us a real shot at taking them down.”

      Owen shook his head in disgust. “You had a hundred years to think through your big plan. Now you’re just making it up as you go?!”

      “Owen, that’s enough,” Elle said, her tone echoing his late mother. “Those plans didn’t account for the death Macros.”

      “What would Dillard do?” Owen asked, incredulous. “He’d find another way.”

      Bruce’s face reddened. “You have no idea what he’d do.”

      Owen paced back and forth, wringing his hands, his blood boiling. “What have we done with the time we bought in the Burn? Nothing!”

      “You know that’s not true,” Spencer cautioned.

      Owen took a few deep breaths to clear his head. He needed to think, but his brain didn’t work when he was upset. “Come on. We have to be missing something.”

      “Owen …” Elle said.

      “No, listen,” Owen pleaded, pacing. “Think about it. Why would Hopper go to such lengths to protect his research if we can’t decrypt it?”

      “That was a long time ago,” Spencer said. “He feared for his life. He probably figured he’d get out somehow.”

      Owen shook his head. “I don’t buy it. If it were me, I’d use the best and oldest encryption there was. Something no computer could–”

      Spencer snapped his fingers and exclaimed, “The Vernam cipher!” hoping for a shared epiphany that didn’t come.

      “You just said you ran through all the encryption schemes from Hopper’s time,” Owen noted.

      “This predates it by two hundred years,” Spencer said. The air crackled with his newfound energy. “Something you know, something you have, something you are.” Seeing the confused faces around him, he immediately sought to clarify. “Basically, you’d encode the same exact data in two different places. Total gibberish. But if you were the one person with the key, you could decode the original message.”

      “So, where’s the key?” Owen asked.

      “I think the extra DNA is the key. Look, imagine I want to send a totally secure message to you, like G-E-T-O-U-T-N-O-W. That’s what — nine letters. Using a key of at least nine letters, I turn that into something like A-R-L-B-T-L-X-B-E. As long as you have the key, you can decode my message.”

      “If the extra DNA is the key, then where’s the data?” Owen asked.

      “If I’m right, the data is in your actual DNA, along with your father’s … everyone in Hopper’s bloodline.”

      “But I can’t have more than what — ten percent of Hopper’s DNA in me?”

      “That’s more than enough,” explained Spencer. “A single gram of the stuff holds like two hundred petabytes. Hopper could’ve stored a billion copies of his work in his own DNA, knowing enough would survive the generations to be decrypted someday.”

      The others only half followed this conversation. Bruce, especially, was flummoxed.

      “That’s why Cytocorp hasn’t found it,” Owen said, beaming.

      Bruce’s hand flew to Francine’s arm and gripped it tightly. Francine jumped, then followed his shaking finger out the window to the hallway, where the radio room was.

      The light over the door flashed red.

      “It’s a broadcast!” Bruce leapt from his seat and bolted out of the room. They all ran after him.

      “From where?” Francine asked after him.

      “I don’t know,” Bruce said, charging down the hallway.

      He flung open the door to the radio room, which was set to trigger a visual alarm if it received a signal.

      Any broadcast would draw millions of Biodrones to the source, which was why their transmitter was on the mountain. This could only be a major emergency. But who was doing it?

      “Mayday, mayday,” said a man’s scratchy voice through the speaker. “Papa five to papa six.”

      “Everyone shut up!” Bruce said, though no one was talking. His fingers flew over the receiver dials as he tried to clarify the signal, then turned the volume up.

      “We can’t answer him, can we?” Owen whispered. Bruce shook his head.

      “Dilly, I hope you’re listening, because we’ve stumbled onto something here. Some kind of underground facility. Tons of activity. We don’t know what it is, but … oh god, they’re coming already. I’m sorry, old man, but I thought you needed to–”

      The message cut out. Bruce kept trying to get it back, but it was no use. His shoulders slumped and he held his head in his hands.

      “We should go,” Spencer said, herding Owen and Elle out in front of them. They pushed into the hallway and gently closed the door behind them.

      “What just happened?” Elle asked.

      Spencer ran his fingers through his stringy hair and leaned against the wall. “That was Phage Five.”

      “They don’t know Dillard’s gone,” said Owen.

      “It’s worse than that,” Spencer said. “The only guy I ever heard call him Dilly was his brother.”
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      Maggie and Max sat together in the little waiting room in the hallway outside Administrator Guthrie’s office for the better part of an hour, during which Maggie held up her end of a staring contest with the door. It still wasn’t too late.

      “I changed my mind,” Maggie said, getting up with the tablet clutched to her chest. “This was a stupid idea.”

      “He’s ready for you now,” said Guthrie’s assistant as he emerged from the office.

      It wasn’t too late. She could still run.

      “It’s okay,” Max assured her as they stood. “He’ll know what to do.”

      Maggie tightened her grip on the tablet as they entered the office, torn by the impulse to turn around and run. The instructions were so clear. What was she thinking?

      Guthrie was there, but so were Ingliss and Carpenter, the Directors of Security and Infrastructure. Great. Carpenter was Max’s boss’ boss. Technically he was Maggie’s, as well, though she was too far removed for him to know who the hell she was.

      “Max, is it?” Guthrie said cheerfully. He was smaller in person than he looked on the dais when they welcomed new cohorts into the Towers. “Good to see you again. Who have we here?”

      “Maggie McGann,” she said. Guthrie shook her hand. Every instinct screamed this was a bad idea, yet her legs didn’t seem to work.

      “McGann,” said Carpenter. “You’re the new inventory clerk, right?”

      “That’s right,” she said, shocked that he knew her name.

      “Max here tells me you have something Earth-shattering to show us,” Guthrie said, bemused.

      “Um,” Maggie stammered, eyeing the door. “I just realized it’s really nothing. I’m sorry to bother you.”

      Max stopped her as she turned toward the door. She’d brought him into this, and if she ran out, he’d be in a lurch.

      “It’s okay, Mags. Show them.”

      Maggie reluctantly wiped the screen with her shirt sleeve and turned it on. With her back turned to them, she navigated to the video and handed it to Guthrie.

      “What am I looking at?” he said casually.

      “Just watch,” Maggie said.

      Guthrie cocked his head, then transferred the playback to the much larger display hanging from the ceiling. The five of them crowded around it and watched the video play. When it finished, an awkward silence hung in the air.

      Finally, Guthrie turned to Maggie, his face grave. “What’s the meaning of this?”

      She frowned. “The meaning of what?”

      “Who is that?” he demanded, pointing at the screen.

      She hesitated. Was this a trick question? “Elle Travers.”

      “Don’t be cheeky, young lady. Now, who put you up to this? Is it a citizen or a Legacy?” He turned to Carpenter. “I told you this would happen, didn’t I? The Legacy codebase is too–”

      “You can’t be serious,” Maggie said. “It’s obviously real.”

      “Then how did you come by it?”

      “The Phage contacted me directly,” Maggie said, growing indignant. Was he not listening? “They’re trying to help us.”

      “Okay, then why you?” asked Guthrie. “Why send it to a teenage girl if not to take advantage of her gullibility?”

      She scowled. “Believing something doesn’t make me gullible.”

      “There’s a lot more,” Max injected, finally coming to her rescue. “Show them the conversation thread.”

      She pulled up the endless exchange between her and Aaron, going all the way back to her initial contact with Spencer. Once he skimmed through all of it, Guthrie softened and smiled. “I think someone is having a bit of fun with you.”

      “What?” Maggie asked. Could they really be this thick?

      “They very specifically asked you not to tell anyone,” Guthrie said. “Why do you suppose that is?”

      “Probably because they knew you’d react this way.”

      Guthrie put his hand on her shoulder, huffing through his nose. It felt as patronizing as it was. “We’ll take it from here.”

      She shrugged off his hand and took a step back. “What does that mean?”

      “It means your role in this has ended. Director Ingliss will show you out.”

      Now it was Ingliss touching her shoulder to lead her out. She shrugged off his hand. “Don’t touch me! This could only have come from outside the Dome. You must realize that!”

      “I don’t blame you for wanting to believe it, Maggie. Truly, I don’t. It’s a very sophisticated prank.” He turned to Ingliss and handed him the tablet. “Find whoever created this and fast-track them to the Towers.”

      “No!” Maggie said. “That’s mine!”

      “Nothing here is yours. Only this, this, and these,” Guthrie said, pointing to his head, heart, and hands. “Remember that. You’ll get your tablet back once we’ve found the culprit. Don’t worry — you’re not in trouble.”

      He nodded to Ingliss, whose hand tightened around Maggie’s upper arm as he ushered her toward the door. “Max?” pleaded Maggie over her shoulder.

      “We’re going to have a little talk with Mr. Thomason here. You’re excused.” Guthrie said, before turning his narrowed gaze to Max.

      Ingliss practically shoved her out the door, then pulled it shut behind her with a final look of warning. Deep down, she knew this might happen.

      Which was why she’d made copies of everything.
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      As far as his parents knew, Gabe just went on a joyride. They wouldn’t even have known that except his mother randomly pinched out while he was away and discovered him missing. Her face popped up on the Mercedes’ display as he rode back to their palatial home on the Cliffs, as strangely proud of the bruise on his leg as the girl at the protest had been of hers.

      If she noticed him limp upstairs for a shower, she didn’t say anything. She only poked her head out of the bedroom, winked, and said she wouldn’t tell his father. After he washed up, he got dressed and regarded his reflection in the mirror, admiring the darkness of the nasty purple bruises on his legs. He’d never been in a real scrape before.

      He never understood why Novi wanted out of Pacifica so badly, but to that point, he’d only ever seen the thin veneer that had been painted over Cytocorp and his phony, privileged life. Now he only saw the rot just beneath.

      He also used to mistake his father’s aloofness as complexity, but he was actually quite simple. He was a being of pure ambition, so consumed by his own ego that he could only see Gabe as a reflection of himself.

      When he was ten, he spent most of the winter reading technical documents in order to learn how to make his own BioBuddy. The Company had fully automated the process by then and the Cities all had factories dedicated to them, but making your own required mastery of bioprinting techniques, bioprogramming, genetic recombination, design, and creativity. And he did it.

      Weeks before, when his father asked him to spy on Novi, he attempted to reminisce. What was it he said? Remember when we made you a BioBuddy from scratch? There was no “we” with his father at all, say nothing of that long, lonely winter Gabe spent in the basement, making himself a friend called Mac.

      A friend his father destroyed one night when Gabe got upset and screamed that he didn’t want to be an Executive.

      Even now, he wasn’t sure if he meant it at the time. His father often referred to the distant future when Gabe had taken his place at Cytocorp. As though the next decade was merely a formality. Gabe pushed back, and it escalated.

      In that instant, he understood that his father only thought of him in terms of what he should become, which was an exact replica of himself. If Gabe didn’t want to be an Executive, then what was the point of him? Killing Mac was his way of saying Gabe was no longer a child, and that the time had passed for childish things.

      And yet he’d still betrayed Novi for his father’s sake. He told him exactly what he wanted to know about Novi’s plans, then watched, helpless, as she was sentenced to deactivation and exile. Instead of owning his betrayal, he convinced himself he was doing the wrong thing for the right reasons. And, selfishly, he didn’t want her to leave.

      Now, he required to have a cause and a new family like she did.

      After ruminating on all this for a while, he decided he might as well pinch in, but figured he’d better drink some Agar and get a bite to eat first. The door to his parents’ bedroom was open just a crack, a sure sign his mother was already pinched in again. He descended the stairs and padded into the kitchen, where he grabbed a bottle of Agar water and a couple nutrient bars.

      He’d just turned down the long hallway to the elevator when he heard his father’s muffled voice from the east wing. Sometimes, if he knew his father was home, he’d tiptoe down the hall and press his ear to the door of the study. It featured a private elevator straight down to the Vacupod platform so he never had to interact with his family. The fact that neither he nor his mother took issue with this arrangement spoke volumes.

      “What do you mean, a broadcast?” his father asked.

      “An FM radio transmission,” said the man he was talking to, likely a Charlie officer at the command center. “Biodrones have already converged on the source.”

      “Did we intercept the message?”

      “Not all of it. Playing back what we got.”

      Gabe heard the crackle of static, then a frantic man’s voice. “…underground facility. Tons of activity. We don’t know what it is, but … oh god, they’re coming already. I’m sorry, man, but I thought you needed to–”

      It cut off abruptly. “That’s it?” asked his father.

      “There was a bit of latency between detection and recording, so we don’t have the first bit,” the man explained. “Any idea what it means?”

      His father said, “Don’t make another move until I get there.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “Well done, General. I’m on my way.”

      Once, Gabe would’ve dashed back down the hall and around the corner in case his father came out. But experience had taught him that the door would remain closed, especially now that there was some juicy crisis to solve. Indeed, a few seconds later, he heard the elevator door open and close, and the room fell silent.
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      The first person Sharpe saw at the Ops Center was Eliason the Useful Fool, who had his back to the door. Knowing what was in store for their half-witted figurehead made him unreasonably excited, but his presence at a genuine operational situation was most unwelcome.

      Their organizational structure was arranged so neither Eliason nor his feckless, CAINN-selected counterparts in the other Cities could actually tell anyone to do anything without first clearing it through the Regency. Their job was to be seen and not heard, which was why this was the last place Eliason should be.

      Eight tech lieutenants staffed the center 24/7, monitoring everything from Biodrone activity to CAINN flags and conversations in the Reach. If anything needed finding, this was where he went. Eliason stood at the back with his arms folded, studying the techs’ frenzied activity as they swiped through screens and barked technobabble at each other.

      Sharpe leaned in toward him. “A word, Ulrich?” He pulled him out into the empty hallway and hissed, “What the hell are you doing here?”

      Eliason bristled, smoothing his jacket. A bottle of new Agar sloshed around in his hand. “I happened by and saw this flurry of activity, so I stopped to investigate. And I don’t appreciate your tone, Director.”

      The bile rose in Sharpe’s throat, and he felt his eye twitch. Eliason drove him up a wall. How he was the reassuring public face of Cytocorp Pacifica was utterly beyond him, but the numbers didn’t lie. Whenever tensions rose in the city, Eliason’s broadcasts had a significant calming effect.

      Now that the Globalists had their hooks in more people, though, that was starting to change. If Eliason couldn’t represent a kinder, gentler Cytocorp, then he wasn’t of much use other than as a beta tester for the new Synth. Noviah was the second. Both were strategic choices.

      “I’ve got this,” Sharpe said, giving his shoulder a patronizing pat. “Why don’t you go back up to the suite and I’ll brief you later.”

      “No. Tell me what’s going on.”

      “Nothing nearly so important as your upcoming broadcast,” Sharpe said through clenched teeth. “In fact, shouldn’t you be rehearsing with Director Gabler?”

      “Actually, I wanted to talk to you about that,” Eliason said.

      “Later,” hissed Sharpe. Was Eliason actually growing a spine?

      “I read the script this morning, and frankly, Garrett, I don’t think we’re ready to reopen the economy. I’m going to tell the Regency as much.”

      “What?”

      Eliason gulped, then drew himself up to his full height. “It’s too soon.”

      “Is that so?”

      “I should’ve been consulted. I understand we need to pacify the Globalists, but we should wait until–”

      Sharpe grabbed Eliason by the lapels of his jacket and shoved him hard against the wall. His eyes widened in shock. “Listen to me. Right now, my job is to deal with this, and yours is making the goddamned broadcast.”

      “I’ll have you sacked for this,” he said through gritted teeth.

      Sharpe released the fistfuls of material in his hands and stepped back, checking again to make sure no one was around.

      “Lieutenant Mears!” he barked. The tech whirled, leapt from his chair, and came running out of the command center. “Chief Executive Eliason isn’t safe here. Please escort him to the vault.”

      Mears reached for Eliason’s arm, but he stepped back and rose to his full height, his voice filled with the firm yet comforting tone of an admired leader. “Belay that order, young man.”

      “This is a possible domestic terror situation. The protocols are clear. As I said, I’ll brief you later.”

      Eliason’s face turned bright red. He looked at the lieutenant to confirm this was true, then back to Sharpe. “This conversation isn’t over.”

      Mears escorted Eliason back down the hall to the elevator, and Sharpe stayed long enough to watch the door close on them. He took a deep breath and entered the Ops Center. General Gonzales, who had taken over for Aramor as the head of Division C, greeted him at the entrance.

      “Where are we at?” Sharpe asked.

      “You want the good news or the bad news?”

      “I’m not playing that game, General.”

      Gonzales led him to the screen suspended over the desk, which displayed a satellite image of the area. A glowing dot pulsed amid a hilly, wooded area a few hundred kilometers east of Pacifica.

      “The signal originated from the top of this hill. The Biodrones immediately swept in and burned the transmitter down. We’ve got a five-kilometer perimeter around it right now. Tac teams are ready to sweep the area on your command.”

      “Is it the Phage?”

      “We won’t know until we root them out, but it seems likely.”

      Sharpe squinted at the display. The Tasker manufacturing facility, TM-1, was sixty or seventy clicks east and Dome Five was no more than forty to the north. That had to be what the man in the recording was referring to. Assuming he was part of the Phage, then he must have been trying to reach the others.

      “But there was no response to the message?”

      “Not that we could detect.”

      That must be why the man apologized. He knew what would happen the moment he broadcast. Others from the Phage would converge on that location soon. That gave Sharpe a window of opportunity.

      Giving Noviah the new Synth in order to track down the Phage was always a gamble. They’d detected her twice as she made her way through the Transition Zone en route to AD-1, the Agar facility in the Burn, which had given Aramor ample warning they were coming. He wound up dead and the facility still wasn’t back online. That was a month ago, and then they simply vanished.

      Apparently, they’d figured out a way to block her signal and were laying low. But if anything would draw them into the open, it was this desperate plea for help.

      “Move in and scour the area. Pull drones off the Conduit if you have to — they’re not slipping through our net this time.”

      “And if … er, when we find them, sir?”

      “Take them alive and find out who made that recording. Find me when it’s done.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      Gonzales seemed confused, but he didn’t need to understand. The Phage was about to stick out its head, and when it did, Sharpe would be waiting with an ax.
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      A blue and white jay squawked a warning at Elle from its perch in one of the towering oaks, upsetting the warm stillness of the morning. Remarkably, the little college had been left nearly intact by the Reclamation, and some buildings were so overbuilt, they might stand for a thousand years.

      But as she walked from her room in the old dormitory to the science hall where Francine and Sabra awaited, she ruminated on her own resilience. Left to her own devices, she might have kept the Synth indefinitely, if for no other reason than the sense of strength it gave her. But that wasn’t an option.

      Kwame and Sabra’s Synths had been deactivated weeks earlier, leaving her with the current version and Novi with the new one. On Sabra’s suggestion, Elle kept hers, subsisting on Fran’s original Agar recipe while recovering from the amputation of her hand. Spencer might have deactivated her, too, if he hadn’t realized how to unlock Owen’s DNA. If they managed to produce the compound, they’d need a Synthiont to test it on.

      Once they matched Owen’s own DNA with the key using the Vernam cipher, Hopper’s research opened to them like a book. All his notes, his published and unpublished papers, journals, recordings, and presentations were there. Francine broke down when she saw it.

      “I never believed this was real,” she’d said, wiping a tear away. “Dillard never doubted it for a second.”

      Hopper outlined several methods for producing the compound, but the only one the Domes could conceivably replicate was via an engineered yeast strain in a bioreactor. Thankfully, Sabra’s med kit still contained a couple Macro vials so they could start with those. Francine sliced them up and studied them under a microscope as the compound was applied. As described in Hopper’s notes, the Cytomatrix they were made of essentially dissolved.

      Cytomatrix was to biosynthetics what stem cells were to tissue — the fundamental building block behind biosynthesis. So fundamental was it that both Macros and the current Synth used it even though the technologies were decades apart.

      Between Hopper’s exhaustive clinical trials and the Phage’s own tests, Fran was supremely confident it would safely take care of the Domes’ Macros. But Hopper’s work predated the Synth, and the effects of destroying it while it was inside the body were completely unknown. Elle wasn’t crazy about being a guinea pig, but as the only one on Campus with the original Synth, she considered it her duty. If it worked on her, maybe it would work on Novi, too.

      She paused outside the entrance to the three-story science building called Wentz Hall and took a deep breath, savoring the sweet smell of the valley air before she entered. She climbed the steps to the second floor and found the lab door propped open. Sabra saw her and motioned her inside. Francine carried a small tray of test tubes over and set them beside the bed as Elle moved further into the room.

      “Good morning!” Sabra said, smiling.

      A few days earlier, she’d taken a biopsy of the Synth from Elle’s left forearm, just a handful of synthetic cells, to test with the compound. As with the Macros, it liquified — so quickly that Sabra worried how Elle’s body might react. Diluting the compound seemed to help it work more slowly.

      “Hi, Elle,” said Francine, getting the equipment squared away. “There’s a gown on the table for you. Just lie down when you’re ready.”

      Elle kicked off her shoes and disrobed, then donned the gown and climbed into the bed, which was angled so she could sit upright. She closed her eyes and took a series of deep, rhythmic breaths as Francine completed her preparations, which included hanging an IV of clear liquid from a metal stand behind Elle’s head. She then connected the pads of an ancient-looking heart monitor to Elle’s upper chest.

      Meanwhile, Sabra soaked a cloth in alcohol and rubbed it on the back of Elle’s left hand. “We don’t really know how your body will react to this,” she warned. “The side effects could be life-threatening.”

      Her heart gave a flutter. “Super clear on that.”

      Francine wanted to give her a very low dosage, delivered over a day or two, in order to break down the Synth more slowly. Elle declined that option because there simply wasn’t time to dally.

      Once Sabra slid the long, thick cannula into her arm and taped it in place, she and Francine lowered the bed so they could strap her feet, hands, and head to the bed just as they had when she got the damn thing in the first place.

      “What we don’t know is whether the Synth will still modulate your emotions as it’s withering, or if it will perceive a threat and activate a massive sympathetic response,” said Sabra. “If that happens, you might think you’re dying. Try your best not to panic.”

      She raised her eyebrows and gulped. “Very reassuring, thanks.”

      Sabra released the clamp holding back the solution. Elle didn’t fear death so much as coming up short in the fight against the Company. She watched the column of liquid slip into her.

      At first it felt like ice flowing in her veins, but then the switch flipped to hot, like molten lava. As the feeling spread, her heart rate spiked and the old heart monitor shifted into overdrive.

      “There go her vitals,” noted Sabra, shining a light into Elle’s eyes. “The Synth knows what’s up.”

      “Something’s wrong.” A raw, urgent panic grew in the pit of Elle’s stomach she experienced as mortal fear. She’d had it many times since leaving the Dome, but this was next-level. “Stop. Stop now!”

      Neither Francine nor Sabra did anything of the sort, as though this was all normal. It couldn’t be. They’d tricked her.

      “Let me go!” Elle screamed, thrashing against her restraints.

      She unleashed a panicked scream, eyes swiveling over to the door as she thrashed about. Novi and Owen appeared in the doorway, their faces knotted in concern.

      “Help me!” Elle cried.

      Tears and snot poured out of her in a deluge, soaking the collar of her shirt. She was thrashing so hard she felt the bed tip. Once it did, she started throwing her body side to side. Anything to stop this torture. Sabra and Francine jumped in to steady the head of the bed while Novi and Owen rushed in to steady the other end.

      A low, guttural wail emerged from deep in her throat, so primal she didn’t even recognize as her own. This is how it would end.

      Owen cast a fearful glance at Francine.

      “We knew this might happen,” Francine said. “She should calm down soon.”

      Novi’s strong hand cupped her chin and turned it toward her. “Don’t look at them, look at me. I know your pain. I’m the only one who does.”

      “They’re killing me!”

      Novi shook her head. “No, they’re not. Don’t run from it. Run through it. Trust me.”

      Somewhere in the soupy mess her brain had become, Elle recognized the truth of this. She wasn’t actually terrified — the Synth was pulling every lever it could to protect itself.

      She closed her eyes and envisioned her panic and pain as a flaming doorway, crackling with the energy of a dying star. Every instinct told her to shrink away from it, but she wasn’t just a creature of instinct. She gave a final, primal cry and charged through it, only to find blackness on the other side.

      The pain was gone, but she found herself floating in the void, unmoored and utterly alone. She didn’t see where home was, nor anything else, but she somehow knew she was getting further and further away from it. The searing heat was replaced by such cold that stole her breath.
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      A few days after Elle’s deactivation ordeal, it was Novi’s turn on the table. The wand of the ancient AutoMed Diagnostic Scanner passed back and forth across Novi’s body, the display shifting with each pass as it probed deeper and deeper into her tissue. It was an early precursor of modern devices, but at least it still worked.

      Francine smoothed a strand of Novi’s purple hair from her forehead. “How you holding up, Hon?”

      Novi’s eyes didn’t leave the scan. “I’ve been better.”

      They both knew perfectly well what the scan should look like, which is why they shared the same concerned look.

      “What the fuck is that?” Novi asked.

      “Hold still,” cautioned Sabra. “One more pass.”

      The wand crept from her toes to the top of her head before it retracted upward and locked. Novi swung her legs back over the side and sat up, the sudden movement making her dizzy. A splitting headache wouldn’t be far behind.

      After what happened to Elle, she couldn’t complain. Yet. “How’s Elle doing?”

      “She was out for a solid couple minutes, but she’s recovering fast. Chills, mostly.” Francine said, peering over Sabra’s shoulder.

      Sabra turned the 3D image of Novi’s body over as though it was some strange bauble, frowning.

      “Give it to me straight, Doc,” Novi said, growing anxious.

      “I don’t know what I’m looking at,” said Sabra, squinting. “This thing must be on the fritz.”

      Steadying herself on the edge of the table, Novi worked her way around to the desk where Sabra sat and sank heavily on the nearby chair.

      Novi rubbed her eyes to remove the worsening blur. “All overlays are turned on?”

      “Yep.”

      Most of the scan appeared normal, the softer tissue appearing more translucent than the rest. The Synthiont should appear as a slightly denser mirror image of the nervous system, treelike and branching to infinity. All Novi could see were thin tendrils of solid white.

      “Push in closer,” Novi said, and Sabra zoomed in on a dense cluster of white threads in her shoulder.

      “What the hell is that?” Novi asked.

      “That’s the Synth.”

      “It can’t be. The Synth is all cells and tissue. Nerves. Vesicles. This looks like …”

      Sabra shrugged and shook her head. “Metal. It looks like metal. Something extremely ductile, like gold or platinum.”

      “Sorry, what?” Novi said, blinking.

      “Gold can be in a colloidal suspension — a liquid slurry,” she explained. “If a biochemical process could somehow pull it out atom by atom, then we might be looking at nanothreads of elemental gold.”

      “Owen said the death Macros from Dome Six had microscopic coils inside.”

      She frowned. “Really? Did he know why?”

      “It was an antenna.” Electronics weren’t her bailiwick, but it made perfect sense. Nanothreads a couple atoms wide, spread throughout the body along nerves and blood vessels, would make an extremely sensitive antenna. “My god, I’m a fucking radio.”

      Sabra blanched, tears forming in the wells of her doe-like brown eyes. “Gold is extremely nonreactive, Novi. The compound won’t touch it.”

      Novi understood what Sabra was saying, but her mind wouldn’t process it. After the compound worked on Elle, she allowed herself to hope for the best. Hope didn’t come easily for her.

      “You don’t know that.” She hopped up on the bed, resolute. “Take the biopsy.”

      “Novi, it’s–”

      “Please, Sabra.”

      She forced a reassuring smile and nodded. Francine strapped her down while Sabra prepared the needle. A few seconds later, she cleaned her upper shoulder with an ethanol-soaked swab.

      “Novi, I don’t think this is a good idea. We have no idea what we’re dealing with.”

      “I don’t care.”

      Sabra sighed and took her hand. “We only need a few cells. If it goes tits up, I’m stopping immediately.”

      “Fine.”

      “Owen’s not coming?” Sabra asked.

      “I didn’t tell him we were doing this today.” Novi looked away. “He’s freaked out enough as it is.”

      “We all are,” Francine said.

      “Let’s get this over with.” Novi turned her face to the side. She wasn’t big on needles.

      “Here,” said Sabra, holding up a rolled-up swatch of cloth. “Just in case.”

      Novi clamped down on the rag with her teeth and gave a tug on the restraints around her wrists to test their strength.

      Outside, two squirrels chased each other around a tree in a dizzying spiral. That’s what she would focus on.

      The poke came. Novi winced and sucked in air through her nose as Sabra guided the needle down into her. Meanwhile, the squirrels’ game of tag relocated to an adjacent tree.

      “Ahh! Fuck, that hurts.”

      Sabra’s eyes were fixed on the display that helped her guide the needle into position. She took a deep breath.

      “Ready?”

      Novi nodded and clenched her fists, her nails biting into her palms. Sabra whispered a prayer in Somali and held her breath.

      Half a second later, hot, electric pain exploded through Novi’s body. She shrieked, yanking her arm up with such force that it ripped through the burly strap.

      As though in a slow-motion dream, she watched her fist rocket outward and crater Sabra’s upper abdomen.

      She stumbled back and tumbled hard to the ground. The needle skidded across the tile.

      Novi stared at her shaking hand as though it was possessed, realizing to her horror that she’d just knocked the wind out of her best friend.

      “Sabra!” Novi screamed. “Oh my god, I’m so sorry!”

      Francine rushed to her aid while Novi fumbled to undo her other straps.

      “Novi?” Owen burst through the door. He saw the pained look on her face and bolted over, finding Francine crouched over Sabra. His eyes darted back and forth between her and Novi. “What happened?”

      Novi shook her head. “She was taking the biopsy and I–”

      “Are you insane?!” Owen asked. “After what happened to Elle?”

      “We need to know if the compound works on the new Synth. The second she touched it with the needle, it just …”

      “Find the needle,” Francine said to him as Sabra coughed, struggling to refill her lungs.

      Owen searched the area until he spotted it under a table three meters away. He gingerly picked it up and carried it toward Francine.

      “Set it on the counter next to the microscope,” Francine said, helping Sabra sit up. “Easy, Sabra. You might’ve hit your head.”

      “It’s fine,” Sabra croaked, pushing her hand away. “I’ll be fine.”

      Sabra got to her feet and eased herself into the chair beside the microscope without looking at Novi.

      “We’ll let you know if we got anything,” grunted Sabra, holding her belly and wincing.

      Owen began, “Are you sure we can’t–”

      “Go away!” barked Sabra.

      Novi hurriedly undid her other restraints and bolted from the room.
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      The vastness of space stretched out before Gabe as he settled into the captain’s chair of his virtual starship, Darkdawn. This was his refuge, his home away from home where he was free to explore the galaxy he’d lovingly created within the Sandbox. CAINN couldn’t venture here — not to gather data and not to spy.

      “Where to, Captain Sharpe?” asked Connors, his stalwart navigator.

      “Let’s see what’s shaking on Argentis Seven,” said Gabe, referring to the dependably war-torn planet on the other side of the galaxy. Someone always needed saving there.

      A mischievous grin slid across Connors’ face. “Yes, sir.”

      The crew gleefully went along with all his plans. The ship itself was far more of a home to Gabe than his real one, the made-up crew much closer to family. In this private space, he had complete autonomy. He could create or destroy entire civilizations if he chose.

      But that was only because of the Sandbox his father gave him. No wonder he resented it. The Reach was merely an elegant distraction with a single purpose — to make CAINN smarter. But what happened once it learned everything it could about people?

      “Sir, something’s hap–” Connors began.

      Everything froze. Connors, the rest of the crew, even the starry streaks outside. Gabe slid forward in his chair, perplexed. A moment later, a bright point appeared in the empty space ahead of them, then expanded into a glowing vertical line. That unfolded into a rectangular video screen, just hanging in space.

      Ulrich Eliason’s face appeared from behind his desk at the top of the Spire.

      “What’s going on?” Gabe asked. “What is this?”

      Of course, no one could respond. Announcements and messages from the Company flooded the public Reach, but only rarely into Gabe’s private Sandbox. It must be vitally important, though he now wondered how private it really was.

      “Greetings, citizens,” intoned Eliason, his blinding white teeth flashing confidently. The ever-shifting tattoos on his bald head formed rounded, almost flowery shapes. “I bring some very exciting news — news that will shape the very future of the Northern Cities.

      “Long ago, humanity reached an inflection point. We found ourselves locked in a race against nature. A race against harmful pathogens and climate change. A race against our own self-destruction. And we won.

      “When we turned around, however, we found ourselves alone. The rest of the world chose to move backwards, clinging desperately to the failed ideals of the past. We could drag them along with us or continue forward. We chose the latter.”

      Gabe had only met Eliason a few times, but he liked him. The Company was lucky to have him and not someone like his father.

      “Look at us now. Nobody goes wanting. Disease is nonexistent. There’s no war, no racism, no corruption.”

      No corruption? That was a laugh.

      “But the choices of the Time Before cast a very dark shadow. Regressive and irreponsible policies created a climate catastrophe. The Burn spread across the globe, forcing humanity toward the poles. At the same time, ancient diseases awoke. We felt justified in our decision to isolate. That’s finally about to change.”

      Gabe couldn’t believe what he was hearing. Eliason’s words held him rapt. He leaned forward in his captain’s chair with his face cradled in his palms.

      “Recently, lines of communication with world leaders have been reopened. I firmly believe that when they see how far we’ve come, they will join us in building a new, global society where everyone can benefit from our remarkable technology.”

      Eliason carefully enunciated the word “global.” He may have been broadcasting to the Northern Cities, but he was speaking to the Globalists.

      “Soon, Pacifica will host a trade summit. Old alliances will be reforged, and new ones will take shape. If all goes well, we will reopen our doors and undertake the difficult work of leading the world forward.

      Could this be the reason his father seemingly lived at the Spire lately? Was he involved with this trade summit somehow?

      “As these negotiations proceed, people of the Northern Cities must put their best foot forward. The barriers that some of you have fought to remove are about to come down. Let’s show the world what Cytocorp and the Northern Cities have to offer — together.”

      The screen disappeared and the hum of the engines returned. Gabe’s crew reactivated all at once, the Darkdawn hurtling through space as though unpaused.

      “–pening here,” Connors finished as he studied his instruments, frowning. “Actually, Captain, never mind. Everything seems fine now.”

      Gabe nodded, but not because he agreed. Everything was not fine.
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      Sharpe stood beside Prima just off camera, staring intensely at Eliason as he delivered the announcement from his desk. He might’ve used a few different inflections, but CAINN modeled the reaction to different speeches and this one, at this cadence, had the edge.

      Only time would tell if it pacified the Globalists, but Eliason had performed admirably. Just like the true circus monkey he was.

      Once the broadcast cut off, the camera retracted into the ceiling.

      “Well done, Sir,” said their Director of Communications, Lew Gabler. “Don’t you think?”

      “We’ll find out soon enough,” Sharpe said. “Could you give us the room, please?”

      “Of course,” Gabler said, looking nervously at Prima.

      The short, paunchy man made for the elevator, but Eliason stopped him. “Actually, Dan, stay.” He made a point of locking eyes with Sharpe. “Surely, nothing Director Sharpe might say is too sensitive for our communications officer.”

      Gabler hesitantly moved back into the room, positioning himself as far from Prima as possible while he awaited Sharpe’s response.

      He gave a respectful nod. “Suit yourself.”

      Eliason exhaled, insufferably pleased with himself, and rose with a hitch of his pants. “Well?”

      “Well, what?”

      “My speech. How was it?”

      “As CAINN and I intended,” Sharpe said through a thin smile. “More or less.”

      Eliason’s shoulders sagged. His need for approval was pathetic.

      “I’ve been doing a little prep work on the trade summit,” Eliason offered.

      “Have you now?”

      “The Russian premier, Sokolov?”

      Sharpe knew Anatoly Sokolov pretty well and couldn’t imagine Eliason had anything that would edify him, but what the hell? Might as well humor him.

      “What about him?”

      “His son has cholera. Macros are the only thing keeping him alive.”

      “That’s right,” Sharpe said. He nodded to Prima, who handed him the thin, rectangular device they called the Tuner.

      Eliason’s hands swished around nervously in his pockets. The animated tattoos on his bald head formed streaks like lightning. “Actually, it gave me an idea.”

      “I can’t wait to hear it.”

      “He should bring his son with him,” Eliason said. “The new Synthiont could cure him. What better way to demonstrate its capabilities?”

      Sharpe was dumbstruck by the quality of this idea. The new Synth was still technically in beta. Using it on Yuri Sokolov was risky, but without it, his prognosis was bleak. They didn’t know how subjects with a late-stage bacterial infection would respond to the installation procedure, but so what?

      Eliason’s face fell. “You don’t like it.”

      “Quite the opposite, Ulrich. It’s a capital idea.” Gabler nodded in agreement. “Thank you for sharing it with us.”

      His face flushed a bit. “Of course.”

      Eliason came out from behind the desk as Sharpe prepared the Tuner, essentially a remote interface for the Spire’s ultra-powerful transmitter.

      “What’s this?”

      “This, Ulrich, is a glimpse into our future.”

      Emanating childlike energy, he leaned in for a better look. “What’s that?”

      “I wanted to show you an exciting new technology we’ve developed,” explained Sharpe.

      “Oh?”

      “You’re one of only two people to receive the beta Synthiont. I guess you could count the Taskers, but they’re not people, are they?” Sharpe smirked at Prima, who returned something closer to a sneer.

      “Sorry, I don’t follow.” Eliason said.

      Sharpe nodded to Prima. “Clear us a path, would you, Prima?”

      Prima effortlessly pushed in the couch, end tables, and a lamp table near the window, leaving a straight line all the way across the room.

      “To this point, we’ve relied on the Synthiont itself to attenuate emotion. Unfortunately, as we’ve seen with the Globalists, it’s not enough.”

      Eliason chuckled nervously as Prima returned. “Are we interior decorating or what?”

      Sharpe ignored him. “See, the thing about control, Ulrich, is that it requires constant vigilance. But the problem isn’t the control itself — it’s people’s awareness of it. Know what I mean?”

      “What’s this have to do with the furniture?” asked Eliason.

      “Everything.”

      The device was already tuned to Eliason’s Synth. As soon as Sharpe activated the Tuner, Eliason started as though he’d heard a loud noise. The display showed the current readings in real time.

      “W … what just happened? I feel weird,” Eliason stammered.

      “I now have remote access to your Synth,” Sharpe explained, showing him the readout. “I can see that you’re feeling a bit of stress. Let’s take care of that.”

      His fingers danced across the screen as he adjusted the sliders. Eliason visibly calmed and laughed as though he was perfectly at ease.

      “Ah, okay,” Eliason said. “I get it.”

      Gabler’s arms crossed tightly against his chest as he shifted his weight back and forth. Sharpe smiled pleasantly at him and returned his attention to the device.

      “You know what none of us has ever seen? An angry Ulrich Eliason. Let’s release some catecholines and see what happens.”

      Suddenly Eliason’s face reddened and his hands balled into fists. “Sharpe, stop this!” he hissed. “I’m not a damn puppet!”

      “Interesting choice of words.” This version of Eliason fascinated Sharpe. He stopped the flow of neurotransmitters and Eliason relaxed again.

      “Okay, okay,” said Eliason, touching his fingers to his forehead as he shuffled toward the couch. “You’ve made your point. Control.”

      “We call it emotional disorientation. Large swings in neurotransmitters put us off-balance, making it difficult to find our center. The science is fascinating.”

      “I just need to … lie down,” Eliason said, shaking his head to clear it.

      “You know, you’re wrong about being a puppet.”

      He lowered Eliason’s sympathetic response, then launched the motor controls. Eliason’s whole body tensed and he froze to the spot, no longer in command of his muscles. He couldn’t even speak.

      “I’m taking control of your motor functions,” Sharpe said calmly.

      Eliason’s hand flew up and slapped his own face. Hard.

      Sharpe’s whole body sang with childlike glee. Good god, this kind of power was intoxicating.

      “We’re entering a critical phase in Company history, Ulrich. Difficult decisions will have to be made. This one, however, was a no-brainer.”

      He guided Eliason to the path they’d cleared through the suite, his movements jerky. “The instinct to survive is the most powerful of all human impulses. If we can overcome that, I’d say we can do just about anything.”

      Eliason stood at an awkward angle, his eyes peeled in horror.

      “Look at the bright side,” he said, flashing his most reassuring smile. “You’ll die doing what you did best — flailing helplessly.”

      Sharpe tapped the screen and Eliason took off running toward the long windowpane he’d had replaced with ordinary glass. He glanced down to ensure he had the correct vector.

      Half a second later, Eliason barreled through it like paper. He flew straight out for a couple gravity-defying meters before disappearing from view, trailing a cascade of broken glass. Wind whistled through the opening, toppling a vase of flowers with a crash.

      Sharpe laughed in spite of himself, an ear-to-ear smile painted on his face. “Good goddamn, that was cool!”

      He handed Prima the device and turned to Gabler, who stood slack-jawed behind them. He placed a hand on the big man’s shoulder and led him slowly toward the door as wind whistled through the broken window behind them.

      “Wha … what just happened?” Gabler asked.

      “Dan, I don’t need to tell you how mass communication works, do I?”

      “N-no, sir,” he stammered.

      “Good. Because you and I saw the exact same thing, and what I saw was someone with undiagnosed mental health issues, culminating in a final, desperate act that claimed his life. I assume that’s what you saw, as well?”

      “Yes, Sir.”

      He patted him on the back and herded him inside the elevator, then tapped the button down. “Execs first, then let it trickle out.”

      Sharpe watched him until the door closed, then pivoted back to Prima, the wind still whipping through the broken window.

      “Get someone up here to fix that. I’ll watch the sentiment analysis from the boardroom.”

      “Very well.”
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      Nine days after she’d freaked out during the biopsy of her Synth, Owen entered Novi’s cage with a duffel bag slung over his shoulder. He took pains to hide it, but Novi was on her back in bed, staring at the ceiling and utterly removed from the present. He was all the way inside before she even noticed him.

      Construction of her Faraday suit had taken him well over a hundred hours. Spencer had only sketched a design and didn’t know if it would work. But, as promised, he took Owen through it, noting the unique characteristics of the Symbisuit’s flexible, fibrous material and how to work with it. The rest came down to Owen.

      Both her cage and the rig they’d outfitted to keep her off the Company’s radar were lined in fine metal screen from the supply shed. It was an impossibly heavy roll three meters long that had to be cut with metal shears, and the cut ends were razor sharp. Outfitting the cage and the rig with it left Owen bloodied and hating the stuff, so he wasn’t exactly thrilled about working with it again.

      The material was flexible, however, and could be shaped with heat and elbow grease. But the Symbisuit could contract and expand, which posed a tricky design problem. The solution was to create a patchwork of mesh that would come together as the suit contracted.

      Sabra was roughly Novi’s size, so he used her as a model, making marks on the fitted suit where the panels should be and in what shape. He even found images in the Archive of medieval armor to guide him. Once he had shaped, attached, and tested the panels on half the suit, he repeated the process for the other half. Since Novi obviously wouldn’t use the suit’s hood under normal circumstances, he took the added step of weaving the material into a cap.

      The panels didn’t cover everything, and there were gaps that troubled him, but closing them completely would’ve made it difficult to move. Spencer was blown away by the quality of the work, adding he couldn’t have done it better. Owen doubted that was true, but it felt good to hear.

      “Hey,” she said dully, her eyes sliding back to the ceiling.

      “Good to see you, too.”

      “Sorry, I’m just thinking.”

      “About what?” Owen asked.

      She turned to her side to make room for him. “Everything. This whole fucked-up situation.”

      “Anything specific?”

      “Tell me about my father.”

      It was going to come up eventually. Since learning the truth of her parentage, Novi had never asked him about Luther Downing, probably out of respect for all the pain he’d caused Owen.

      He took a deep breath. “You sure you want to do this now?”

      “I’m living day to day here, O. I used to think I knew myself, but maybe I don’t.”

      “What do you want to know?”

      Her eyes lowered to the old blanket on her bed, her fingers tracing the plaid pattern. “I know what he did, but … would you say he was a bad person? As in, evil?”

      His instinct was to beg off, to say he only knew Downing as a heartless opportunist. But the truth was more complicated. He, too, had been deceived. The awful things he’d done were in service to a lie.

      “I don’t think he was evil,” he said. “In a way, I almost feel sorry for him.”

      Novi scowled, jostling the bed to compel him to look at her. “After everything he did?”

      He’d pushed away thoughts of Downing for a long time. “Everything he did, I believe he did it all for you and your mother. That doesn’t make it right, but …” He shook his head. “I’d say he just trusted the wrong people.”

      “I wish someone knew my mother when she was alive. I’ll never know who she really was.”

      Owen blinked and gave a crooked grin. “She boarded a train alone, not knowing where it would go or if it was safe, just to give you a chance to live. What more do you need to know?”

      She forced a thin smile. “I hadn’t thought of it like that.”

      “So, listen … Not to change the subject, but how would you feel about a walk around campus?”

      Novi cocked her head. Her eyes widened, and an excited grin opened across her smooth face. “Are you saying what I think you’re saying?”

      Owen handed her the duffel with a wink. “If it doesn’t fit, it’s Sabra’s fault.”

      She gasped with delight and unzipped the duffel, then held it up in front of her, her eyes continuing to widen even further as she inspected it from every angle. “My Faraday suit is also a Symbisuit?”

      “I figured you’d need to have it on at all times, so …” She set it on the bed and immediately began stripping her clothes away. “Oh, okay, we’re doing this right now.”

      “Why not?” she asked.

      In a flash, she was naked. He hadn’t seen her that way in weeks. She just felt too shitty. “Don’t rush for my sake.”

      She smiled and struck a seductive pose. “Here. Take a mental picture.”

      He drank in her body with his eyes a moment. “That should hold me for a couple minutes.”

      After positioning the suit on the floor in an accordioned pile, she stepped into the legs. She gently tugged the suit up, its muscle-like material contracting around her legs and arms. As she brought the two halves together, the suit sealed across her chest, bringing the seemingly random bits of mesh together so that it formed a sheet of signal-blocking armor around her like high-tech chainmail.

      The smile on her face sparkled. He’d never seen her look so happy.

      “Here,” he said, reaching into the duffel to remove the hat he made. “So you don’t have to wear the hood.”

      Smiling, she gave the cap a brief inspection and donned it. “Sweet!” She gave a little twirl and a flourish with her fingers. “How do I look?”

      “Like a badass strainer,” he said, smirking. He ran his hands up and down the contours of her suit. “It’s actually kind of hot.”

      She slid her hand over his, smiling seductively. “You’re a smooth talker, O, but I’ve got to put this bad boy through its paces.”

      “No refunds,” he laughed.

      She lurched forward and threw her arms around him, hugging him tightly. He gave a laugh and embraced her back. God, he liked how she felt in his arms, mesh panels and all.

      “Thank you,” she whispered. “You said something about a walk?”

      He grinned broadly. “Let’s do it.”

      He held the cage door open for her, then followed her out into the hallway. She began walking but broke into a run as she neared the steps leading up to the lobby. Even taking just enough Agar to stay sane, she was shockingly fast. Owen raced after her.

      A moment later, Novi burst through the double doors and into the sparkling yellow light of a late summer day, twirling around in her Faraday suit like a ballerina. Owen crossed his arms, shaking his head.

      “What kind of moves are those?” he teased.

      Novi planted her back foot and ran at him, vaulting over his head. She had him in a headlock before he even knew what was happening.

      “Whoa, easy!” he said, wide-eyed. “Where’d you learn to do that?”

      “I did my fair share of hand-to-hand combat in the Reach. Mostly to blow off steam.”

      She released him and performed a series of fluid martial arts movements as their feet crunched on the gray gravel path. She’d come suddenly back to life.

      “You learned all that in the Reach?”

      “Self-taught.”

      “Color me impressed.”

      “Yeah, well, even though it seems real, you never completely forget it’s not. When you pinch out, it’s just you again. Everyone just counts the hours until they can go right back.”

      “Sounds lonely.”

      “It is.”

      “Are you scared about going back in?”

      She shrugged. “More anxious, I’d say. I don’t know what it’ll be like, but I’ll figure it out. If I don’t, I guess you’ll be on your own.”

      Novi threw this out so casually, it startled him. The look on her face suggested she was joking, but why? “What are you talking about?”

      “The Reach. Spencer didn’t tell you?”

      He stopped. “Tell me what?”

      “This plan with the Conduit is beyond theoretical,” she explained.

      “How so?” His brow pinched in concern.

      “I have no idea what I’m getting into. What I’ll feel. It could seem like some old video game, or it could seem so real I don’t know the difference. And even if I do, I can’t just pinch out.”

      His knee-jerk reaction was anger at Spencer’s failure to mention all this, but now he was just desperate to know she’d be all right. “Then how are you getting out?”

      “Emergency Exit. Every strata has a red door in case you can’t pinch out. Spencer made one that’ll take me back to the Conduit — assuming I can find it.”

      “And if you can’t?”

      “Then I’ll be stuck there until I do.”

      “Jesus, Novi! When were you planning to share this with me?”

      “Spencer–”

      “Don’t put this on him! You might get trapped in a simulation!”

      He understood the abundant risks of the Conduit mission, but only the rudiments of how the Reach worked. Until that moment, getting in and out of the Conduit itself seemed more dangerous.

      “That shouldn’t matter. You have to keep going either way.”

      “Don’t you get it?” Owen said, holding out his arms. “It’s not you against the world anymore. Who your parents were or weren’t doesn’t matter now, because we’re your family. All of us. Especially me.”

      Novi’s eyes turned glassy, which was about as emotional as her Synth allowed. “Dillard told me the same thing.” She took his hands in hers. “Don’t worry, it’ll be fine. I’ll get Gabe, and your dad, and, like, a metric shit-ton of Agar.”

      The thought of losing her made his heart hurt. He ran his fingers down her smooth left cheek and gave it a pat. “You’d better.”

      “I promise.”

      “Speaking of promises, thanks for keeping yours about the suit.”

      A pang of guilt jabbed him in the chest. “Look, about that …”

      She grinned mischievously. “I knew it wasn’t almost ready.”

      “What?”

      “What you said that day by the river. I knew you were lying.”

      “You’re not mad?”

      “You’re the first guy who knew me well enough to know what I needed to hear.”

      He smiled warmly and went to hug her, but she laughed and took off across the quad like a gazelle. Damn, was she fast.
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      After their disastrous meeting with Guthrie, Maggie went straight to her shift in the Stores feeling she’d let Aaron and the Phage down. Her tablet was confiscated, Max was in trouble, and the Authority knew everything. Would they really just act like nothing happened? Would they cast her down into the FPC to make an example of her? And what would happen to Max?

      A string of requisitions in the early afternoon kept her busy, a welcome distraction from the morning’s events. But at four p.m. sharp, she sprinted up to the Agora and waited outside the Authority, hoping to run into Max as he left for the day. When she didn’t see him among the hundreds of workers in blue uniforms descending the steps, the worry and self-reproach returned in spades.

      She hustled to his place and knocked on the door. To her surprise, Elisa answered looking upset. Soft, IDA-generated music came through.

      “Is Max here? I didn’t see him leave the Authority.”

      “He’s here. Carpenter sent him home early.”

      “I need to talk with him.”

      “I don’t that’s a good idea, Mags.”

      “It’s okay, Elisa,” came Max’s voice from inside.

      Elisa opened the door fully as Maggie brushed past. Max sat wringing his hands on the couch like he was awaiting a sentence to the Box.

      “Hey, Maggie.”

      “What happened?”

      “Guthrie had quite a bit more to say about my poor judgment, then Carpenter told me to go home. IDA, stop the music.” The dreamy rock music faded into silence.

      “He didn’t yell at you?” Maggie asked.

      “I think he might have believed it. The video, I mean.”

      Elisa sat in one of the chairs while Maggie took the other. “At least one of them is sensible. But what do we do now?”

      “What can she do?” asked Max, his brow furrowed. “Guthrie confiscated her tablet.”

      “Actually …” Maggie began, “I saved copies of all the files to the network. But I don’t know how to reach Aaron now.”

      “Don’t you need him?” Max asked, sitting up.

      “Not for the video. I just run a script for that.”

      “How do you know it’s not a virus?” Elisa asked. “If Cytocorp’s as bad as this Dillard guy says, it could be them trying to snuff us out.”

      “They hardly need me to do that. But like Elle said, they’ll probably force us to go back to work if we stop.”

      Maggie chewed on her lip. “I don’t know, Mags.”

      Now that Elisa knew everything, Maggie needed her to be on board or she’d raise the alarm. “Tell me you haven’t dreamt about this. Could you really spend the next sixty years in here knowing it might be safe outside?”

      Elisa’s eyes drifted back to the floor. “Yeah, it might be safe. Are you willing to bet all our lives on that?”

      “Our lives are already at stake,” Maggie said. “You’ve seen how bad this place is getting. It’s falling apart. Your dad talks about it all the time.”

      Elisa’s father was a maintenance worker who often groused about the sorry state of the Dome, though never as if it was an existential crisis.

      “Say you do it. Half the city believes it, the other half doesn’t. Then what?” asked Elisa.

      “Then half of us go down to the Stores and wait for help. You saw what they did to Dome Six. If they do that here and we’re not underground, we’ll be buried under a few million metric tons of rubble.”

      Elisa cocked an eyebrow. “What about the Authority? They’ll force us back to work.”

      “They can’t all be as obtuse as Guthrie,” Maggie said.

      Elisa sighed. “I think we should wait. Let this blow over, then make a new plan that doesn’t involve the Authority.”

      Maggie sighed. She yearned to activate the broadcast and be done with it, but the moment she did, the Authority would know it was her. So be it. This was much bigger than her now.

      “Maybe you could go about your day knowing what you know, but I couldn’t. My shift was torture.”

      “If we all have these death Macros and if it’s safe outside, we still can’t go beyond this signal or we die. What’s the point?” asked Elisa.

      Maggie said, “You heard Travers. We help the Phage by stopping work and putting pressure on Cytocorp. There’s at least two weeks of water, food, and air in the Stores.”

      Elisa said, “But what if they don’t find a solution? Or what if they can’t communicate with us anymore? Then we’ll be screwed.”

      “We’re screwed either way,” said Maggie with finality, and turned to Max. “But I won’t do it unless you both agree I should. I got you both involved, so you both deserve a say.”

      Max paused, then turned to Elisa. “I don’t think we can wait. Assuming it’s all true, we may not have much time. In fact, we’ve only lost time by telling Guthrie. I say we do it.”

      “What about your Placement?” Elisa asked.

      “Something tells me our Placements won’t matter after this.”

      Their eyes now slid over to Elisa. Her friend was just trying to be the voice of reason, but to her, executing the broadcast was the only rational move. Aaron was probably tearing his hair out trying to reach her. But he and the Phage had done their part, and it was time for Maggie to do hers.

      Elisa cast her eyes to the ceiling, the weight of the moment descending over her. “Screw it. And screw Guthrie for not believing you.”

      “Let me see your tablet,” said Maggie.

      She took Elisa’s tablet and navigated back to her copies of the files that would set all this into motion once she ran the script.

      Some would believe and some wouldn’t. It could get ugly. If Cytocorp put the squeeze on them, it could get even uglier. But the chance to live her life outside the Dome was worth any risk.

      Her finger hovered, shaking, over the file. Max nodded. Elisa shrugged.

      “Here goes nothing.”

      She tapped the icon. Immediately dozens of windows opened, ran scripts, and closed. It only took a couple seconds, after which the screen returned to its original state.

      “Wait — what just happened?” asked Elisa.

      “I’m not sure.” Maggie wasn’t especially savvy about these things.

      “Do it ag–” began Max, but then the screen in his unit flickered to life. “Whup, there it goes.”

      A moment later, Travers’ face faded up and he began to speak. Maggie gulped. Her mouth was a desert.

      “Greetings, Dome citizens. My name is Elle Travers. Until very recently, I was the Administrator of Dome Six, hence the uniform.”

      Maggie’s eyes lit up. “Here we go. Let’s watch outside!”

      They ran out into the hallway, bounded down the stairs, and emerged onto Arc 12. The UV shield had darkened everything for the giant projectors on the roof, throwing Travers’ smiling face onto a scrim of mist far overhead. All-Dome broadcasts rarely occurred, but when they did, everything shut down, even the FPC. You had little choice but to watch, or at least, to listen.

      They kept running until they hit Rad 40, where hundreds of people heading to or from their shifts craned their necks upward to watch.

      Travers was a thin, square-shouldered blond woman in her late thirties. She stood in the middle of a meadow wearing a ratty set of Authority blues bearing the Cytocorp insignia on the left breast. Dark green trees bracketed the mid-ground with mountains in the far distance.

      “Right now, I’m standing outside in the middle of a field in the Willamette River Valley, not far from the coastal range of old Oregon. Take a look around.”

      The camera panned left and continued in a slow circle. The sun had just broken over the distant hills while the tall grass rose and fell in waves, propelled by a gentle breeze. Then, a river appeared, followed by more mountains painted orange by the sunrise. Eventually, the camera circled back to Travers.

      “You’re going to think this is a trick or that I recorded it in the distant past, but I promise you, that’s not the case. Today is October the seventh, 2183. It’s two fifteen in the afternoon and the temperature is about 32 Celsius. It’s a very warm, but not uncomfortable day.”

      October seventh was only a couple weeks ago, and the Dome’s temperature rarely veered more than a degree or two from twenty centigrade. That alone would blow people’s minds, but the best was still to come.

      “The northern half of the country looked like this when the Dome Project began. Much of it still does.”

      Startled onlookers exchanged nervous glances, trying to figure out what the hell this was. Broadcasts were normally boring little rah-rah speeches about production and quotas by Council members. Nothing like this.

      “The Burn is, unfortunately, quite real. Not four hundred kilometers south of where I stand, this valley morphs into an unforgiving desert where nothing can survive above ground.

      “But here, it’s not just survivable, it’s beautiful. I realize that’s probably more than you can comprehend right now, but it’s only part of the story.”

      It cut from Travers’ face to a shot of a gleaming city by the ocean, one of its buildings so tall it disappeared into the clouds. A woman nearby gasped and muttered, “That can’t be real.”

      “The Northern Cities are home to more than four hundred million people, all working for Cytocorp. As far as they know, the Dome Project ended decades ago.

      “Like you, however, they’re trapped. A biosynthetic system implanted in their bodies binds them to Cytocorp for life. To feed it requires a manufactured substance called Agar. The raw material for making Agar is what you call multimeal.”

      Maggie studied the gawkers along the Rad, trying to gauge their reaction. Their faces registered disbelief and fear as they exchanged hushed comments.

      It’s a trick. It’s got to be a trick.

      Is this a joke?

      Who’s doing this?

      “For most of the past century, you have effectively been slave labor for Cytocorp. While you ration water and clean your body with Scrubbers, millions of gallons of fresh water is mixed with multimeal, made into Agar, and delivered to the Northern Cities via tanker trains right under your feet.”

      Transfixed by this, more than a few people who had stopped in the Rad reflexively looked at their feet.

      Her eyes darkened. “Soon, the Domes will become obsolete. Once that happens, they won’t need Agar or any of you. They’ll destroy the Domes for salvage, and you will die. This is what’s left of Dome Six after its destruction two months ago.”

      The recording cut to a wide shot of a Dome on a hill surrounded by towering pines. Its roof had cratered inward, thousands of birds circling overhead. Gasps rippled down the Rad. The footage continued as Travers spoke over it.

      “Make no mistake — as soon as they don’t need the Domes anymore, they will be destroyed. They already killed a hundred thousand of my people. Your people.”

      More gasps. Across the Rad, a mother knelt in front of her young son as he sobbed, sternly reassuring him he wouldn’t really die. But she couldn’t know that. None of them could.

      “Right now, you still have power. As long as they need Agar, they need you. If you stop production, it will put them in a bind. They will pull every dirty trick they can to force you to work, but we are counting on the fact that their reserves won’t outlast your resolve.

      “The Phage is working on a plan to safely evacuate you. Until then, we need your help. Again, the only way — and I mean the only way to get leverage against Cytocorp is to halt production immediately.”

      “When the Company takes action — and they will — head directly to the Stores. We will coordinate with you from there. Until then, stay strong. Only together can we build a new world. Good luck, and I hope to see you on the other side.”
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      Between getting rid of her Synth and putting Novi back in play, Elle felt genuine hope for the first time in a long time. The meeting wasn’t until eight, so she left her ratty quarters an hour early to take a walk and clear her head.

      As they feared, the Hopper compound didn’t work on the new Synth. That was a tough pill to swallow, especially for Novi, but not surprising given its unusual composition. They still had a relatively easy-to-make compound that could destroy both Macros and the current Synthiont, and that was a game-changer.

      After Elle passed out, Francine told her the things she’d said to convince them to stop the treatment. She didn’t recall saying those things, which made her wonder if the Synth was doing the talking.

      Her recovery was slow, but that wasn’t the worst of it. In many respects, she felt like she’d lost a dear friend. The void left by her deactivated Synth had been filled with guilt and dread. She had a case of the sniffles, too — a normal sign of withdrawal, according to Novi.

      Since Novi had her suit now, they decided to meet on the crumbled patio outside the decrepit student union atop the only little rise on the otherwise flat campus. Their crops stretched out to the west, covered in camouflage netting.

      She got there ten minutes early and found she was the last to arrive. They sat on the crumbling tiers of an amphitheater where students and entertainers once played to small crowds. Now it was just Bruce, Fran, Spencer, Byron, Kwame, Sabra, Owen, and Novi.

      “About time you showed up,” Byron teased.

      “I was just doing some thinking. You should try it sometime,” she returned with a wink.

      “Ha, ha.”

      “All right,” Elle began. “Let’s get right to it. First, I think I speak for everyone when I say, ‘Welcome back, Novi.’”

      Everyone clapped and hooted. Novi smiled and waved it off.

      “I thought we should go over the details one last time. Bruce and Fran made a run up to Six yesterday to deliver the instructions for making the compound to Aaron, so all the Domes should be getting that. It’s a small file and shouldn’t take long.”

      “Except for Five,” Fran said. “He hasn’t been able to reach Maggie for two days. Our best guess is that she went to the Authority.”

      Owen and Byron both groaned.

      “Damn,” Elle said. “Where does that leave us?”

      She shrugged. “Depends what the Company does. They need at least a week to make enough compound to treat everyone. That’s assuming they have enough Cytomatrix for the synthetic yeast.”

      “What if we can’t reach them?” Owen asked.

      “Then we save who we can and hope for the best.”

      She didn’t like this answer any more than the others, but it was always a risk with such a young contact on the inside. The rest were in their twenties, but Maggie fit the profile to a tee.

      “Spencer, talk to us about Biodrones,” Elle said.

      Spencer sat up and cleared his throat. “I completed testing two days ago, and everything’s looking good. A second transmitter on the tower should reprogram any bug that comes within a few meters. Once they’re keyed in on Cytocorp’s own frequencies, they’ll go after their whole comms infrastructure. Should be epic.”

      “Good. And we’re ready to draw the gundrones away from the Conduit?”

      “Yes. Bug-man is ready to roll.”

      “How are your batteries doing?”

      He hemmed and hawed a moment. “As long as the panels keep the batteries topped off, we should be fine, but I’ll be watching it closely once we get back.”

      Elle hated that Spencer had to go on the Conduit mission.  If something went wrong with the Broadcast, they could only troubleshoot so much on their own.

      “We’ll cross our fingers. Bruce?”

      “I’ll leave tomorrow to make sure the route to the Conduit is clear, then do recon ahead of Spencer, Novi, and Owen. Once they’re out, we’ll hightail it out of there and see about Coleman and Phage Five.”

      She wasn’t crazy about this plan, either, but nobody knew for sure if the bridges between them and the Conduit were still intact. Bruce would ride north on Hayou a few days ahead of the others to ensure their planned route was clear. They couldn’t put two rigs at risk. Byron or Kwame didn’t know the land well enough to go in his stead.

      “You’d better make it back,” she said.

      He took Fran’s hand and gave her a sly smile. “If I don’t, Frannie’ll kill me.”

      “Novi?”

      “O and I will take the rig up with Spencer, retrieve the disabled gundrone from Bonneville Dam, and rendezvous with Bruce at the Conduit. If I can get into the Reach, Gabe’ll work on extracting Owen’s dad while I deliver the truth bomb to Janus.”

      “You’re confident he can rally the Globalists?”

      “If he’s not one of the leaders himself, he’ll know who they are. Between the Archive and everything we have on the Domes, it should get them good and pissed.”

      Spencer followed on. “Once Novi makes it out, hopefully with Gabe and Stephen, I’ll blow the EMP and clear a path for Bruce with the rig. Then we find Coleman.”

      Elle sighed heavily. “An awful lot has to go right, doesn’t it?”

      “Outsmart and outmaneuver,” said Bruce, lacing his fingers behind his head. “That’s always been our mantra. It was never gonna be easy.”

      She wasn’t conflicted about staying behind. What happened in the Burn was traumatizing enough, say nothing of her batshit bid to get Owen and Novi out of Pacifica. One left her without a hand and the other with a Synthiont. Both left deep scars.

      Though Spencer’s installation was a good thirty kilometers away, drawing millions of Biodrones to the area put Campus at risk. They’d taken every precaution to shield their electronic signals, but they could still be detected if a Biodrone came close enough.

      What troubled her most was the thought of losing a member of her new family. Bruce, the wise and imperturbable big brother. Spencer, the nerdy cousin. Owen and Novi, the strong-willed kids. Unless a million variables fell into place, any or all of them could wind up dead.

      Then again, if they succeeded …

      “Okay,” Elle said, taking a deep breath. “Byron and Kwame? How go the pre-broadcast preparations?”

      Byron cleared his throat. “We’ve just about got the dorm sealed up. Doors, windows, vents. If the bugs find Campus, they’ll have a hard time getting to us.”

      “Extra water, food, supplies and weapons are being moved into the basement,” Kwame added. “Three weeks’ worth.”

      “Let’s hope it doesn’t come to that. Fran and Sabra?”

      “Our little bioreactor’s been producing five milliliters per day of the Hopper compound,” Fran said. “I’ll send all the doses we have with Bruce. If Dome Five doesn’t get it done, maybe you’ll be able to save a few hundred of them.”

      “But the other Domes are ready?”

      “According to Aaron.”

      Someone had to make a supply run up to Six every four or five days because Aaron refused to leave the Nexus until it was over either way. Elle privately worried that Cytocorp might decide to begin the salvage operation at Six while he was still inside.

      “Okay, gang,” Elle said. “Let’s all rest up, triple-check our gear, and give the people we love a squeeze. Remind yourselves what we’re fighting for.”
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      The High Parlor of the Cytospire offered sweeping views of the city, with lavish appointments and a towering atrium that rose six floors overhead. Welcome refreshments had been lined up in perfect rows alongside crystal bowls of fresh ice. Chef Claude’s staff nervously awaited in the kitchen with platters of hors d’oeuvres.

      Sharpe stood before one of the north-facing windows of the atrium, practically bursting with anticipation and sipping from a glass of century-old Irish whiskey. A special edition called Fifth Epoch had been commissioned for the official launch of the Dome Project. They had a warehouse full of it on the near east side.

      It was tasty as hell. Everything they’d been working toward was about to come to fruition.

      Though the ink had barely dried on Eliason’s re-globalization announcement, the summit was actually more than two decades in the making.

      The Divestiture, Cytocorp’s five-year plan to sever political and economic ties with the rest of the world, had deeply alienated former American allies like Great Britain and India while actually easing tensions with former foes like Russia and China.

      For many years after the end of antibiotics, Macros were the most effective treatment against infections. It was far easier to trade Macros to Russia for aircraft or to Brazil for heavy equipment than it would have been to do it themselves, and so high-ranking executives occasionally came to Pacifica to negotiate under-the-table deals, some of which took place in Sharpe’s own living room.

      These small trades between captains of industry had helped maintain key relationships, particularly with Russia. Like Sharpe, Premier Anatoly Sokolov was a pragmatist. Russia was no stranger to strife and disease, but Sokolov’s keen interest in the Synth reflected his desire to restore the glory of the Soviet era. He wasn’t afraid to color outside the lines to get what he wanted.

      Curing his son would further cement him as an ally.

      If Sokolov embraced the Synth, China and Brazil would surely follow. But the remaining leftist countries would be a tougher sell. That they’d come at all hinted at their desperation. With few exceptions, newly resurgent diseases had crippled their economies and overwhelmed their hospitals. They wouldn’t like the Company’s solution, but they couldn’t reject it out of hand.

      It probably didn’t hurt that the Company still had control over America’s nuclear arsenal, not that they would ever use it. CAINN had more elegant deterrents in mind.

      The lights of the Centipede urban jet approached from the direction of the Executive airstrip, banking in front of him before going into a hover and curling around the other side of the Spire to the landing pad. Prima had already gone to greet them as they flew in, and he looked forward to their debriefing later.

      Showtime.

      He tossed back the last of his whiskey with a satisfied smack of the lips and strode down the wide hallway to the landing pad. A clear wall of panels protected it from the wind, which rarely abated at this altitude.

      A literal red carpet was a bit much, but he went with it. It did lend the scene a certain regal quality. High Execs in formal blue uniforms formed crisp lines to either side of the carpet. Only a few knew how much was at stake. Unfamiliar with receiving guests, and even less familiar with deference, they were just standing there like idiots, unsure what expression or posture best suited the moment.

      “Just welcome them to Pacifica,” Sharpe said with a roll of his eyes. “Smile. Be friendly.”

      They eyed each other nervously in spite of this guidance. Most were too young to remember life before the Divestiture and had never seen anyone from outside the Cities.

      Sokolov came out of the Centipede first. He charged through the two sets of doors held open by Charlie guards and made a beeline for Sharpe, with a hearty smile that suited his big, pockmarked face. He hadn’t seen him since Gabe was little, maybe ten years ago.

      Like Sharpe, he was a pragmatist. Russia was no stranger to strife and disease, but Sokolov’s keen interest in the Synth reflected his desire to break the cycle. And unlike some of the others, he wasn’t afraid to color outside the lines. Curing his son, Yuri, of cholera would only cement him as an ally.

      Sokolov extended his hand. “Mr. Sharpe. I’m honored that Cytocorp’s new Chief Executive personally came to greet us. Congratulations on a well-deserved promotion.”

      “The honor is mine, Comrade. I’m humbled by the Regency’s confidence.”

      “Humble?” He barked a laugh and gave Sharpe’s shoulder a manly slap. “I doubt that very much.” He glanced back over his shoulder with a leer toward Prima, who had hung back to see everyone inside. “I must say, Mr. Sharpe, I approve of your new Director of Intelligence.”

      “She’s as smart as she is beautiful.” He looked past Prima toward the plane. “Is Yuri with you?”

      He thumbed over his shoulder. “Prima recommended a separate aircraft for him. I do what she says.”

      Sharpe grinned. “You and me both.”
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      Less than an hour after Elle’s message played to the entire Dome during second shift, Authority guards arrived to say Administrator Guthrie would like a word.

      Since IDA knew where she was at all times, there was no point in trying to elude Ingliss’ goons. As soon as the video finished playing, she promised Elisa and Max she’d check in as soon as possible and waited at home for them to arrive. They took her straight to his office.

      The patronizing tone Guthrie had used with her earlier was gone, replaced now by equal parts incredulity and rage.

      “I already explained why,” Maggie said, rolling her eyes. They’d been through this a dozen times already.

      Guthrie sat across from her, elbows resting on his desk. The redness in his face belied his calm demeanor. Ingliss leaned against the wall behind him, his expression inscrutable.

      “Then you’d better tell me again, Ms. McGann, because I’m still not hearing a rationale for inciting a Dome-wide panic. Thanks to your little stunt, hundreds of Tower workers didn’t finish their shift. They just stopped what they were doing and left.”

      “Good! Then they were listening!”

      Maggie chewed on her thumbnail as he paced back and forth shaking his head.

      “What am I gonna do with you? I’ve never seen such reckless insubordination.”

      She didn’t appreciate being scolded like a child. Not with so much at stake. “Respectfully, only an idiot would still think this a hoax.”

      Guthrie bristled. “Respectfully?”

      “We’re wasting time. We need to shut everything down and prepare the Stores.”

      “How were you able to load the video into IDA?”

      Maggie sighed, exasperated. “I ran a script they sent me. They know how to bypass all the security protocols.”

      “‘They,’ meaning this … Phage group that claims to be from outside the Dome.”

      “Just talk to Aaron yourself. Get my tablet and I’ll–”

      “Enough!!” Guthrie pounded the desk hard, making both Maggie and Ingliss jump. He leaned in, his eyes boring through her. “Here’s what’s going to happen. First, Mr. Ingliss here will take you to holding, where you will remain until this mess is cleaned up. Second, you will explain in a broadcast to the entire Dome that you were the perpetrator of this fiasco and are very sorry for causing a panic. And lastly, you will say goodbye to your cushy Placement and hello to third shift in the FPC.”

      Maggie squared her jaw and locked eyes with him. “Yeah, I’m not doing any of that.”

      “Oh yes, you will. Because if you don’t, I’ll also arrest your co-conspirators and charge the lot of you with treason. If the Council finds you guilty — which it will — I’ll personally usher you into the Box.”

      She couldn’t believe what she was hearing. Not only were they losing time, but now he was talking about executing her? None of this would’ve happened if she’d just trusted herself. Maybe Guthrie and Ingliss weren’t the only idiots in the room.

      Guthrie cocked his head in the ensuing silence. “Please tell me I’ve gotten through to you. Or are you really prepared to die for these people, whoever they are?”

      A few days earlier, this would’ve scared her. Not today. There was too much at stake now. Maggie leaned back in her chair and studied Guthrie, shaking her head.

      “I’ll bet this is how it happened.”

      “How what happened?”

      “The Burn. I’ll bet a long time ago, someone like me told someone like you the climate was getting worse. That we needed to change or else. And they didn’t listen.”

      His face was so red she thought he might scramble over the desk and throttle her. “What do you mean, ‘someone like me’?”

      “You know, some self-righteous, shortsighted bureaucrat with an aversion to facts.” Ingliss launched into a coughing fit but Guthrie didn’t even blink. “I’ll bet it happened again, and again, and again.”

      Guthrie took a deep breath and exhaled strongly enough that his foul-smelling breath drifted into her nostrils. He nodded, seemingly relishing his power over her.

      “Ms. McGann, you’re hereby charged with treason. Mr. Ingliss, take her to holding.”

      Ingliss lumbered around the desk. Maggie stood and faced him. “I’ll bet this happened, too.”

      “Let’s go, now,” mumbled Ingliss, herding her toward the door with a vice grip around her upper arm.

      Once they were in the hall, Maggie jerked her arm away. Apparently, everyone in the Authority knew what happened because they were all staring.

      Max emerged from a hallway and blanched as he spotted Ingliss leading her away. He mouthed What happened? but she shook her head. They’d split up after the broadcast, but IDA would show they were all together just before that, and that she’d used Elisa’s tablet to launch it. Guthrie only seemed to care about nailing her to the wall, but she didn’t doubt his threat to haul in Max and Elisa. She had no choice but to fall on her sword.

      Max’s eyes followed her down the hall. She rounded the corner and waited while Ingliss unlocked the door, then followed him through. The room had two rows of holding cells made of thick, clear plastic, three on each side. She’d only seen it as a kid when she was learning about the Charter and the Dome’s system of justice.

      Ingliss hadn’t said a word while Guthrie dressed her down. He opened the cell door and gestured for her to enter.

      “Do you believe me, Director Ingliss?” she asked as he locked the door.

      “It doesn’t matter what I believe.” He locked the door behind her. “I’ll have food and water brought down shortly.”

      He turned to leave, but she stopped him. “It’s just easier, isn’t it?”

      Ingliss turned around. “What’s easier?”

      “To just go along.”

      His eyes narrowed. “What?”

      “I get it, believe me. The people in charge are supposed to know best, but I think you know this is real.”

      He shook his head and strode back toward the door. “Like I said, it doesn’t matter what I believe.”

      “Then I guess we’ll never get out of here.”

      Ingliss turned and left without another word.
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      Gabe regarded himself in the mirror and gulped. The outfit his mother bought him looked as ridiculous as it felt to wear — a gray, waist-length jacket over a shirt with a weird collar that made him look like some kind of teen cyborg. The too-tight pants squeezed the bruise on his thigh.

      Ugh.

      When he was little, his parents sometimes had these elaborate dinner parties. Sometimes, they’d trot him and Novi out like props. People with foreign accents would ooh and aww and say things like, “He looks just like you, Garrett!” or “How proud you must be!” Then they would return to the basement.

      But sometimes, they would sneak back upstairs, hide in the hallway, and listen. Gabe was too young to follow what was happening, but Novi explained it later. She said they talked about government and economies and disease. They discussed Macros and trade and refugees, and many other important things.

      He’d often wondered who made Company aircraft, or where his father got the exotic gifts that decorated the hall leading to his office. Could these parties ten years earlier laid the groundwork for this so-called trade summit?

      “Gabriel?” his mother’s ubiquitous heels click-clacked across the floor of the lab to his bedroom — Novi’s boring old room next to the lab, which he vastly preferred to his own.

      When she saw him standing there in the outfit she had custom made, her eyebrows upturned and she touched her fingers to her chest.

      Gabe rolled his eyes. “Oh, god. Don’t say it.”

      “You look very handsome.”

      Her role in helping Novi and Owen get out of the city still seemed out of character. All she really did was tell his father she hadn’t seen them, but even that was a grand gesture, considering Novi’s contempt for her.

      “I look like a cartoon robot.”

      “You really don’t like it? It’s from Pacifica’s top designer.”

      Gabe studied her for a moment, chewing his lip. Asking him to attend a Company function was not the kind of overture his father made. Ever. “Why does he want me at a trade summit?”

      “I’d think you’d be honored.”

      “It’s weird.”

      His mother was dressed in her ordinary house clothes — baggy silk pajamas. He’d been so focused on his own clothing situation that he hadn’t noticed.

      “Shouldn’t you be getting ready?”

      She shook her head and gave a pained smile. “I wasn’t invited. But look, your father’s Chief Executive now. You could be, too, if you play your cards right. This is the kind of experience that will set you apart when CAINN chooses his replacement someday.”

      There was a time when Gabe wanted this for himself, but that ended the moment his father forced the Synth on Novi.

      The pained look on his mother’s face said it all. The Sharpes didn’t entertain anymore, and his mother’s rare social engagements left her wanting. She liked to see and be seen, and it hurt her to not be invited to something so important.

      “I really don’t want to go.”

      “You have to.”

      “Why?”

      “These people represent the world’s most powerful countries. They need to see they have nothing to fear from us.”

      The lack of conviction in her tone troubled him. “Do you believe that?”

      “What?”

      “That they have nothing to fear from us.”

      She looked away. He leaned over, forcing her to look him in the eye. “What aren’t you telling me?”

      They rarely spoke anymore. Their lives were lived almost entirely in the Reach. Once in a while, they’d pass each other in the kitchen, but that was about it.

      Though they were alone, her eyes darted back and forth as though someone might be listening. As though saying whatever she was about to say was a crime.

      “What do you know about the Divestiture?”

      Gabe shared what he learned during Basic Ed when he was younger. That Cytocorp paid off America’s debts and repatriated all foreign investments before withdrawing completely from the world and the trappings of statehood. The idea was to build a new society free of such entanglements.

      “That’s true,” she said, sitting beside him. “But it’s not the whole truth.”

      “Okay …”

      “The Company severed ties with the world because they didn’t want anyone looking over their shoulder.”

      “You mean the new Synthiont.”

      “That’s just the tip of the iceberg.”

      “What are you saying?”

      The way she was talking hinted at some deeper reserve of suspicion, the sort he’d never detected in her before. But she was still holding back.

      “Dad’s not here. You can talk to me.”

      She hesitated a long time before speaking. “I believe Eliason was murdered.”

      He gasped. Gabe had only met Eliason a couple times in passing. He didn’t seem like the kind of man who would off himself. Taking the fast way down from the Spire struck Gabe as odd timing, considering he’d just announced the trade summit. He should’ve been on top of the world, not splattered on the roof of the lobby.

      Murder was an intriguing theory, especially considering who stood to benefit most from Eliason’s death.

      “You don’t think Dad …”

      She shrugged, her eyes growing dark. “He hated Eliason. Now he’s dead, the Globalists are getting exactly what they wanted, and CAINN named him Chief Executive. I don’t think that’s a coincidence.”

      “Why are you telling me this?” Gabe asked, struggling with the notion his father might be a murderer.

      A tear formed in the corner of one eye, then disappeared just as quickly. “Because knowing who your father really is will make it easier to earn back his trust.”

      That she couldn’t quite say the words didn’t hide her meaning. She was asking him to spy on his own father.

      “You want me to find out what’s he’s up to.”

      “It’s not fair to ask you, but unless we–”

      “Okay,” he said, nodding. “I’ll do it.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Sharpe surveyed the formal dining hall like a lion deciding which gazelle to pluck from the herd. Elegant, shimmering drapery festooned the walls, gathering into bundles that crisscrossed the high ceiling. A retinue of servers dressed in white flitted about keeping drinks fresh and hors d’oeuvre plates full. The centerpiece was an ornate, hand-carved table seized from a ranch in Oklahoma during the latter days of the Reclamation.

      The internationals gathered on the far side of the room in predictable little cliques. Sokolov held court with Otero from Brazil and Liu from China while Archer, Great Britain’s uptight, thin-lipped PM huddled with the other leftists, no doubt making snarky observations about the Pacifican cabernet’s lack of complexity.

      Sharpe was about to grab a drink and mingle when Prima sidled up to him in a clingy pink dress that left little to the imagination. He sniffed at the air around her and detected hints of jasmine.

      “Are you wearing perfume?”

      “Is it inappropriate for the occasion?”

      “No, it suits you. Where have you been?”

      “Checking on Yuri Sokolov.”

      “And?”

      “He’s stable, but the flight was hard on him. We should treat him soon.”

      “Prep him for installation now. Once Anatoly gives his blessing, we’ll get going right away so he’s recovered by morning. Speaking of Yuri, have you seen–” Gabriel entered the room behind her. “Gabriel! I was starting to wonder if your mother took you hostage.” He leaned in so his lips were right in Prima’s ear. “Go make the leftists feel welcome.”

      “Are they?”

      “Their money is.”

      She nodded and sashayed across the room toward Archer’s group while his attention shifted to his son. Gabriel squirmed in his clothes, tugging at the collar and looking deeply uncomfortable.

      “Better late than never,” he said, sizing up his son. “What the hell are you wearing?”

      “Mom had it made for me.”

      Sharpe rolled his eyes, studying the outfit with distaste. “Perhaps we should have her eyesight checked.”

      “She should be here instead.”

      “Yeah, well, this isn’t a social occasion.”

      “Then why am I here?”

      He pulled Gabriel closer to the wall and leaned in conspiratorially. “Because I need your help.” He nodded toward Sokolov’s group. “See the big man in the corner?”

      “Yeah.”

      “That’s Anatoly Sokolov, the Russian premier. His son, Yuri, is dying of cholera, but we’re going to heal him.”

      “With the new Synth?”

      “The only Synth. The same one we all have.” He locked eyes with him, searching for understanding. “Do you understand what I’m saying?”

      “Yes.”

      “Tonight’s about building trust and rapport. Think you can help me do that?”

      “I’ll try.”

      He heaved a sigh of relief. “Good. Come on, I’ll introduce you.” He patted Gabriel on the back and ushered him toward Sokolov.

      Sokolov, Liu, and Otero paused their hushed conversation as he and Gabriel approached.

      “Sharpe! I was wondering when you’d favor us with your company,” said Sokolov, loud enough for all to hear.

      “Gabriel, this is Mr. Sokolov from Russia, Mr. Otero from Brazil, and Mr. Liu from China. Gentlemen, this is my son, Gabriel.”

      Gabriel shook each of their hands. “Gabe.”

      Distant recognition fell over Sokolov as he shook his finger. “I remember now. Your mother introduced us to you and your sister when you were little. Wasn’t one of them a rescue?”

      “The girl,” Sharpe said quickly, then returned to beaming at Gabriel. “But Gabriel is our flesh and blood.”

      “You are nearly sixteen now, yes? My Yuri is fourteen, but … I fear he may not see fifteen.”

      Gabriel frowned. “Why?”

      “He is very sick,” Sokolov replied. “Your father tells me he can be healed with this Synthiont of yours.”

      “I’m sorry about Yuri,” Gabriel offered. “But if anyone can help him, it’s Cytocorp.”

      An electric thrill rippled through Sharpe. All Gabriel had to do was smile and nod, but if he could deliver tasty little sound bites like that, so much the better.

      “Tell me, Gabriel,” began Otero, “What do young men your age do for fun in Pacifica? I saw no sports fields from the air.”

      “Sports fields take up too much land,” Gabe said. “We play games in the Reach.”

      Otero nodded knowingly. “What about girls? Surely you can’t spend all your time in a computer.”

      “Girls in the Reach are more fun.”

      A creepy grin crawled across Otero’s face as he and Liu shared a chuckle. Sharpe caught someone waving at him from the direction of the kitchen and turned to see their Executive chef give him a thumbs-up.

      Sharpe clapped his hands together and announced, “Gentlemen, ladies — dinner is being served. If you could take your seats …”

      The three men left the corner and headed to the long table. Once they were out of earshot, Sharpe pulled Gabriel aside with a sly grin.

      “That was perfect.”

      He smiled pleasantly as he noticed Prima for the first time. She was helping everyone find their seats.

      “She’s something, isn’t she?” Sharpe asked, studying his expression.

      “Who is she?”

      “Prima,” he said. “Director of Intelligence.”

      “She certainly looks … intelligent.”

      “You have no idea. Come on.”

      Gabriel followed him to the table and took his seat between Sharpe and Sokolov. The moment Sharpe did likewise, Chef Claude and the servers sprang into action, delivering the covered dishes in perfect sync. Together, they whisked away the plate covers with a flourish, revealing an artful preparation of vegetarian antipasti. The servers came around with more wine.

      Once Claude’s staff receded into the kitchen, Sharpe raised his glass, a pinot noir this time, and cleared his throat.

      “To our esteemed international guests, welcome to Pacifica. First, allow me to introduce my son, Gabriel.”

      The guests smiled and nodded to Gabriel, who sheepishly raised his hand in greeting.

      “We’re honored to have you all with us and hope you enjoy your time with us. To health, wealth, and new alliances.”

      Murmurs of approval followed, and Sharpe took a sip. He carefully watched as Marchand, the president of France, swirled the dark liquid around and stuck his entire nose inside the glass. He whispered a remark to Archer, who sniggered in response.

      As he hoped, Sokolov, who had a youthful and vigorous mien that belied his years, immediately engaged Gabriel in conversation. Sharpe was content to eavesdrop until Liu, seated on the other side of him, leaned over.

      “Do you ever miss real meat, Mr. Sharpe?”

      Sharpe dabbed at his chin with his napkin. “I barely recall what it tastes like, so there’s not much to miss. How about you?”

      Liu smirked. “The leadership maintains small farms in Mongolia for special occasions. We’ve found synthetics difficult to produce at scale.”

      Sharpe nodded. “Then I look forward to sharing our advancements in large synthetics.”

      “For food?”

      “For labor.” Sharpe winked. “I think you’ll be impressed.”

      Liu appeared to get his meaning and smiled as he rolled pasta around his fork. “Count me intrigued.”

      “Tell us, Gabriel,” said Marchand loudly. Gabriel paused his conversation with Sokolov and turned to him. “What is it like to grow up in this … Reach?”

      “It’s awesome,” Gabe replied. “I have my own spaceship and a whole galaxy to explore. I made it all myself.”

      Conversations petered out as the others leaned in to listen.

      “Surely that isn’t your only form of socialization,” said the Frenchman. “Do you not go out with friends? Or on dates?”

      Sharpe took a sip of water and interjected, “Algorithms can’t learn from what they can’t measure.”

      “You trust all your decisions to algorithms?”

      “Only the ones that matter,” said Sharpe with a wink. “If the past seven thousand years have taught us anything, it’s the value of objectivity.”

      “What about art? Music? Cultural pursuits?”

      Sharpe was about to respond, but Gabriel, surprisingly, jumped in. “Technology is our culture.”

      “And our art,” added Sharpe. They wouldn’t get it until Sokolov’s son kipped out of bed. “As you will see.”

      Gabriel flared his eyebrows excitedly. “You must mean Yuri! I’m so happy to know he’ll be cured.”

      Sharpe smiled, grateful his boy was lobbing one over the net for him. Maybe the kid had a flair for this.

      “Cured?” asked Archer. “It was my understanding he has advanced cholera.”

      “An infection is no match for the Synthiont,” Gabriel said. “He’ll be back to normal in a day or two.”

      Archer’s eyes narrowed. “You’re saying you have this synthetic system yourself, Gabriel?”

      “Oh, yes. We get it when we’re very young.”

      “Does it hurt?” asked Sokolov.

      “Not at all,” said Gabriel, taking a drink of Agar water. “He won’t even know what happened.”

      “Assuming, of course, we have your permission to proceed,” Sharpe said, holding his breath.

      Sokolov idly ran his finger around the base of his wine glass a moment, then locked eyes with him. “Yuri may die either way, but if he dies in your care, Russia will consider it to be your fault.”

      Sharpe beamed. “I’d expect nothing less.”

      He gave a slow nod. “Very well, then, Mr. Sharpe. Do what you must to save my boy.”
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      One by one, Novi extracted the finger-long bullets from the gundrone and tossed them into an empty compartment in the floor of the rig. As each round clattered into the metal box, she counted in her head. Four hundred twelve, four hundred thirteen …

      The carbon-fiber quadcopter barely fit in back with her. It was at least as wide as her arm span and, true to its name, was essentially a flying Gatling gun. Seeing the thick, circular magazine nearly empty made it look so hollow she wondered where the hell the motors and batteries fit. Spencer had asked her to empty the magazines to make room for his EMP, and tedious though it was, at least it kept her mind off the insane stunt she was about to pull.

      After spending the last two-plus months at Campus, Novi had come to believe the whole region was blanketed in green year-round, but after collecting the downed gundrone from Bonneville Dam and inching their way across a rickety bridge, the landscape quite suddenly shifted. Moss-draped pines stretching to the clouds gave way to open, rocky stretches of rolling hills. Gulleys and arroyos held clusters of scraggy shrubs, whence deer sometimes dashed across their path.

      The rig’s guidance system sensed every crease and ridge along the way, popping them over obstacles as needed. With each jump, the metal box with Spencer’s Biodrones shook like a box of hard candy, so much that Novi worried about their condition. He assured her they’d be fine.

      The bridge they’d taken across the river was called the Bridge of the Gods, which only made sense if there was a god of rust. Spencer raced across it as fast as possible with his thumb hovering over the jump button, and it was a wonder it didn’t crumble behind them.

      Between the rig and her suit, Novi felt as safe from Garrett and CAINN’s prying eyes as possible under the circumstances. She took very little Agar on the way, intending to save what little they had left for the Conduit.

      After cresting a large slope, Spencer zoomed in the display and pointed at the outline of a distinctly tubular structure on the distant horizon.

      “There it is.”

      She and Owen leaned forward to get a better look. It was still so far, she couldn’t guess at the scale. “Doesn’t look like much.”

      “Wait ‘til we get closer,” Spencer warned.

      A short while later, he guided the rig down a hill and into a crease choked with vegetation. Their position roughly coincided with a pulsing circle on the display that represented their rendezvous point with Bruce. He pulled in as far as he dared, lowered the suspension, and shut down the fusion drive.

      “Well, here we are. Novi, did you empty the gundrone?”

      “Yup,” she said. “Four hundred eighty-two rounds.”

      It was still quite heavy owing to the barrel, but she slipped it through the back door at an angle and eased it down to Spencer. She then handed him his tool kit and the EMP, a crude-looking bundle of wire and batteries, and climbed down. She and Owen stood over Spencer as he knelt, wedged the EMP into the empty magazine, then re-fastened the reloading door.

      “That’s it?” Owen asked.

      “Pretty much,” Spencer said, standing up and brushing himself off. “We just need to set her free and hope the batteries have enough juice to rejoin the others.”

      First light stirred in the east, the air fogging as Novi breathed warmth into her hands.

      “How do we find Bruce? Whistle?” asked Owen.

      “Might as well send up fireworks for how obvious you were,” growled a voice nearby. Bruce stepped out from the shrubs and into the rig’s tracks shaking his head, binoculars hanging from his sun-baked neck. “I could see your damn dust plume from four clicks away.”

      “It’s dusty,” Spencer said. “What do you want from me?”

      Bruce laughed and embraced them. Between his stubble and broad-brimmed hat, he resembled an actual cowboy.

      “Where’s Hayou?” Novi asked.

      He nodded further down the gulley. “Tied up by the water. It’s a good place to fill your bottles if you need it. You ready to check it out?”

      Owen and Spencer picked up the gundrone and fell in behind Bruce as he hiked up a nearby hill.

      “When did you get here?” Owen asked as they emerged from the shrubs. A rocky outcropping awaited at the top.

      “Yesterday afternoon. It’s a wonder we didn’t drown trying to cross that damned bridge.”

      “Tell me about it,” Spencer said.

      As Bruce neared the outcropping, he turned back. “Stay low. They have eyes, but we don’t know how far they can see.”

      They set the gundrone down and crawled on all fours to the top, then lay prone. Bruce handed his binoculars to Spencer.

      “Good goddamn, look at all of them.”

      Bruce nodded grimly. “I watched until it got too dark last night, but nothing came around. I figure animals steer clear of it.”

      “They’re probably programmed to ignore animals anyway,” observed Owen.

      To that point, Novi thought of the gundrones as individual things, but they were more like bees to a hive.

      Spencer described the Conduit as a giant pipe housing a smaller one. The inner pipe was the Vacupod tube that connected the Cities, in this case Pacifica to Lakeland. The space between was for maintenance and thousands of kilometers of network cabling. That was how she’d be injected into the Reach.

      That would be hard enough but merely getting there alive struck her as impossible.

      The gundrones were arranged over the Conduit in an elongated umbrella that stretched to infinity in either direction. They hovered in place, barely affected by the building southwesterly wind, an even distance from each other. Once in a while, they would leave formation to land on a square platform atop the housing, presumably to recharge, before returning smoothly to their position.

      “Let me see,” Novi said, taking the binoculars.

      From their vantage point, perhaps a kilometer south, it was still hard to figure the scale, but it had to be at least ten meters in diameter. Thick, angled brackets elevated it a couple meters above the ground, likely to account for flooding.

      “Where do we get in?” she asked.

      “The maintenance hatches are underneath,” Bruce said.

      Novi panned across the underside of the Conduit until she spotted a little protrusion she assumed was a hatch.

      Owen shook his head. “I had no idea it was this big.”

      “Now you know where a lot of the material from the Reclamation went,” Bruce said. “You’re looking at a metric fuckload of reclaimed nails and girders.”

      “How much is a fuckload?” Owen asked.

      “Roughly a bajillion shit-tons,” Spencer joked.

      Novi handed the binoculars to Owen and turned to Spencer. “You really think we can get past those things?”

      “It’s do or die.”

      “What if bug-man doesn’t work?” she asked.

      “Then we die.”

      She rolled her eyes. “Thanks for the pep talk.”

      Spencer crawled back to the gundrone and prepared to cycle the power. They all backed away from the outcropping to watch.

      “You’re sure you got all the bullets out?” Spencer asked.

      “I’m sure.”

      “They communicate with each other just like Biodrones,” Spencer said, removing a panel to expose a flat cable he’d pulled from its socket. “Once it reboots, it should rejoin the others. In the meantime, we probably should play dead.”

      “You’re serious?” Owen said.

      “Dead serious,” he replied with a smirk.

      They pressed themselves to the ground as Spencer took a deep breath and reconnected the cable, then he hit the dirt, too. The four propellers instantly activated, launching it skyward with a sinister metallic buzz like a giant wasp. It hovered a couple meters over them for a moment before zipping back toward the Conduit. Novi peeled her face off the ground and watched it with one eye as it sailed off.

      She heaved a sigh of relief. Owen reached out and gave her hand a squeeze. Spencer got to his feet, brushed himself off, and began back down the slope.

      “Well, that’s taken care of,” he said. “Now for the hard part.”
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      Novi climbed into the rig and lifted out the box of Biodrones, then handed it to Owen, who set it on the ground. Spencer opened the lid and poked at the dull gray insects, picking a couple up to inspect them.

      “Are they okay?” Novi asked from the open door. “They got shaken up a lot.”

      “We’ll know soon enough.”

      While Spencer prepared his device, she retrieved the LR-7 rifles and slid them across the floor to Owen, followed by their packs. The persistent headache that accompanied Agar starvation thrummed in her skull. It would instantly vanish when she took the rest, which couldn’t come soon enough. She climbed down the ladder and joined Owen and Bruce around Spencer and the box.

      Spencer tapped his trusty little tablet a couple times and the bugs’ delicate little wings began to flutter. A moment later, the whole box hummed to life. They rose out of the box and circled in a silvery tornado.

      A few taps later, they coalesced into a tight, distinctly human shape, like a flock of starlings.

      “It’s alive!” Spencer intoned, chuckling to himself. “Alive!”

      Bug-man took a few shimmery, gliding steps, then made a slow circle around the rig. Its creepily weightless gait held them rapt. Its androgynous form lacked enough detail to tell which way it was facing, adding to its mesmerizing appearance.

      “Holy shit,” Novi muttered.

      Spencer grinned, clearly pleased with himself. “Well, bug-man, you know what to do. God speed, my friend.”

      A couple more taps and bug-man began toward the Conduit. They watched him until he disappeared around the shrubs, then finished gearing up.

      “If this doesn’t work and the gundrones come after us, concussors are probably our best defense,” said Spencer, adjusting the settings on his rifle.

      Novi and Owen turned their ammo dials to C, then shouldered their packs and pivoted toward Bruce.

      “Remember, stay under the structure until I’m right on top of you. You might only have a couple seconds to get in. I’ll be watching for your signal.”

      Spencer shook his hand. “You’d better be.”

      The three of them left the crease and descended, crossing a small stream to crouch behind a stand of trees that separated them from the wide, open plain below. They hunkered down and waited for bug-man to make his debut.

      Owen handed Novi the last of the Agar, half a bottle’s worth. “That’s it. Make it count.”

      She closed her eyes and lifted the bottle to her lips, savoring the faintly sweet nectar that made her feel so strong and capable. When she’d downed every last drop, she tossed it behind her. A few seconds later, the headache disappeared.

      “Feel better?” Owen asked.

      “Much.”

      Spencer pointed excitedly to the west. “Look!” Some distance away from them, a tiny figure emerged onto the flat, dry plain. “There he goes!”

      Owen murmured, “Get ready.”

      The hatch lay straight ahead from where they crouched, a run of two hundred fifty meters. It would take them at least a minute to reach it at a full sprint.

      The first couple gundrones broke away from the Conduit to investigate, blaring some kind of recorded warning they couldn’t quite make out. A couple steps later, they sprayed a short, violent barrage of bullets at bug-man’s feet, raising a cloud of dust. When he didn’t stop, at least a dozen more gundrones left the Conduit to attack.

      “My god, look at all of them!” said Owen.

      “What are we waiting for?” Novi asked.

      “You’ll see,” said Spencer, his finger raised.

      Just as the gundrones encircled bug-man, the Biodrones that formed his body burst into a cloud that spread out latched onto the mechanical drones like barnacles on a ship, turning white-hot as they self-destructed. Blinding pinpoints of light lit up the sky as their magnesium cores burned at three thousand degrees. Recognizing an attack, dozens more gundrones joined the fray, cratering the earth at his feet.

      Spencer yelled, “Run!”

      They raced down the hill together as the mechanical scream of bullets cratered the earth around bug-man. They’d closed half the distance without any of the gundrones detecting them. Novi’s legs kept pumping as she pulled well ahead of the boys. Over her left shoulder, the cacophony of gunfire stopped, and the remaining gundrones began returning to their positions.

      “Hurry!” she yelled.

      She reached the hatch a couple seconds before them, sliding under the Conduit feet-first. They caught up a few seconds later and slid in next to her panting, as the buzzing of gundrones grew louder. They waited there in the dirt for a few tense seconds, hoping like hell none of them got low enough to spot them. The whine of their motors drove into her super-sensitive ears like a spike.

      Spencer held his device next to the electronic lock and waited as it decrypted the code.

      A moment later, the hatch gave a chunky electronic clang and Spencer flung it open. Owen and Novi climbed inside, helped Spencer up, then quietly shut the hatch behind them. They rose and passed their eyes over the curved walls of the pipe, expecting shots to ping off the metal, but none came.

      Spencer heaved a sigh of relief while Owen threw his arms around Novi and pulled her close. As good as it felt to be inside and safe, the real test of her mettle was still to come.

      Spencer took off down the narrow walkway of metal grating between the Vacupod tube and the outer housing. “Come on,” he and called back over his shoulder. Miles to go before we sleep.”

      A narrow walkway ran down either side of the Vacupod tube, which had its own maintenance hatches on the side. The whole lower half of the housing’s inner circumference was covered in thick cabling held in place by brackets. She couldn’t begin to fathom how much data flowed through them at any moment.

      Owen and Novi trotted after him. “What are we looking for, exactly?” Owen asked.

      “Junction boxes connecting the runs of cable. They should be obvious.”

      They’d walked a few hundred meters before reaching a metal box that followed the curvature of the outer pipe. Spencer removed his pack and riffled through it for his toolkit, then removed the outer panel to reveal a dense cluster of fiber-optic connections resembling veins.

      “Jesus,” Novi said. “So, how’s this going to work?”

      Spencer pointed to a bundle of connections clad in pale orange. “Once I connect my device, it’ll become an access point. If I’m right, your Synth should detect the Reach signal and pull you in. You might want to get comfortable.”

      Novi took a drink of water, stacked her LR-7 against the cabling, and laid down on the metal grating with her pack under her head.

      With the old Synth, getting into the Reach was a simple matter of finding a safe spot, then pinching the Interface in your forearm. Pinching it again released you. The longer you were inside, the harder it was to re-acclimate to the real world.

      But she had no idea what to expect with the new Synth, especially getting out. Spencer finished connecting a cluster of fibers to his device, which he fastened to the side of the box. He crouched in front of her. “Okay, Novi. We’re basically injecting your conscious mind into the Reach as raw user data. Whatever you need to do, do it fast. The Emergency Exit will be waiting in Topside.”

      “Which door?”

      He shook his head. “A door’s too obvious. I made it an avatar.” His eyes drifted over to Owen.

      She scoffed. “For real?”

      “He’ll be dressed in red. Touch him anywhere and it should bring you back. But remember, as long as you’re in Topside, CAINN can find you.”

      She raised her eyebrows. “And the truth bomb?”

      “It’ll be attached to your avatar, probably in a small container. I can’t be sure how the system will render it.”

      “Perfect,” she said, adding a roll of her eyes.

      Owen gave her hand a reassuring squeeze and smiled.

      “You ready?” Spencer asked.

      She nodded. Owen bent down close and gave her a tender kiss. “Come back to me.”

      She gave a nod. “I’ll be back before you even know I’m gone.”

      He smiled and smoothed her hair away from her face. “I’ll be right here.”

      “Okay, Spence, let’s light this candle.”

      Spencer tapped his device and the real world dissolved.
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      Everyone entered the Reach in Topside Plaza, a bustling central square in a cloudless and nondescript city. It took Novi a moment to get her bearings as avatars brushed hurriedly past en route to their next experience. Several did double takes before continuing on their way, which was a red flag. Normally, no one paid much attention to you at all here.

      She glanced down at her avatar and frowned. It seemed the Reach didn’t know how to handle an unidentified user, because she only vaguely resembled a person. Her limbs were indistinct and disproportionate, tapering to dull points instead of hands and feet — a cartoonish, amorphous blob.

      A flutter of panic ran through her as she searched her odd form for the container with the Archive, but then she noticed a small locket hanging around her neck in the shape of a gold heart. It was the only part of her that looked real, which made it stick out all the more.

      She hadn’t been to Gabe’s Sandbox since before she left Pacifica. The day he told her how excited he was to go on a Procurement. Until she got there, she might be vulnerable to detection.

      Novi bumbled her way through the teeming crowds and into the alley with the mural of Evar Kopelson, hoping like hell CAINN didn’t find her. The sooner she got out of Topside, the better.

      She touched the brick next to Kopelson’s left toe in the Seattle painting, setting it aglow.

      “Strange frequency,” she said, her voice androgynous and flat.

      The wall faded away and a surge of electricity ran up her arm. A blink later, she was ankle-deep in a koi pond.

      It took a moment to recognize the domed vivarium of the Darkdawn, Gabe’s starship, where he went for a dose of nature. Koi swam lazily between her blobby feet, unfazed by her presence.

      Along the far wall, a door hissed open. Gabe rounded the corner at a sprint, ducked under the low branches of a banyan tree growing across the path, and practically skidded to a stop when he saw her.

      His drew his sidearm and scowled. “What the …? Who are you?!”

      “Easy, Gabe, it’s Novi.”

      He cocked his head and lowered the pistol but didn’t holster it. His eyes narrowed. “What happened to my BioBuddy?”

      “His name was Mac. Garrett killed him and gave you this Sandbox as a bribe.”

      Gabe relaxed and holstered the weapon. It had only been a couple months, but he already seemed more man than boy.

      “Jesus, Novi, where the hell have you been?”

      “Long story.”

      “What’s up with your avatar?”

      She stepped free of the pond, dripping, onto the nearest walking path. “I got injected as raw user data. No ID, no nothing.”

      His face knotted in concern. “How did you pinch in?”

      “That’s an even longer story.”

      “What about pinching out?”

      “There’s supposed to be an Emergency Exit waiting for me at Topside.”

      “Where are you right now? Are you okay?”

      “I’m fine, but I won’t say where I am.”

      He shook his head. “Sorry, this is too weird. ILSA, get me Ensign Blankman.”

      A young man in a crew uniform spawned beside him, hands folded behind his back, his expression empty. “What’s this?” Novi asked.

      “Think of him as an avatar for your avatar.”

      “That’s a thing?”

      “I use him when I need to blend in. It’s easier than changing my regular look.”

      Novi walked straight into the ensign’s avatar and suddenly found herself facing the opposite direction. Her body was now Ensign Blankman’s — or was it the other way around? She was a man now, but at least she looked like she belonged.

      Gabe smiled and threw his arms around her. “I’m so happy to see you.”

      She pulled away and locked eyes with him. “Listen, we don’t have much time. I need your help.”

      “Anything,” Gabe said eagerly.

      They strolled down the winding path through the vivarium as they had so many times before. Distant stars and nebulae streaked past overhead.

      Novi recounted all that had happened since their escape from Pacifica, which Gabe had helped engineer. The further she went, the bigger his eyes grew.

      “Holy shit, Novi. Guess I was right to be worried about you. It’s been a weird couple of months.”

      Gabe first told her about Eliason’s announcement and subsequent death. Since then, Garrett had seized power.

      “There’s no way Eliason did himself in. No way,” Novi insisted. Supposedly, Eliason was the only one besides her with the new Synth, which couldn’t be a coincidence. It reeked of a conspiracy.

      “Mom thinks Dad did it.”

      She stared at him. “She told you that?”

      He related his dangerous encounter with the Globalists, his conversation with Rachel, and his inexplicable attendance at the dinner. The internationals would wake in a few hours to find Yuri Sokolov miraculously cured.

      “The Russian premier let Garrett give his son the new Synth?”

      Gabe shook his head. “He thinks it’s the same one everybody has.”

      Of course he did. In curing Yuri, Garrett scored two big wins — a dramatic demonstration of the Synthiont’s capabilities and, potentially, an asset inside the Russian government.

      Novi closed her eyes and gave her head a clearing shake. “Back up — why were you there?”

      “Dad made me come.”

      Novi stared at him in disbelief. “Why?”

      “I think to make Dad seem like a family man.”

      She barked a laugh. “Did they buy it?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “What about Rachel?”

      “She wasn’t invited.”

      Her jaw hung open. Rachel not attending an important social function was like a duck not flying south for the winter.

      “Wow. I’d imagine she wanted a full report.”

      His eyes sparkled with mischief. “Yeah, but not for the reasons you might think.”

      Novi blinked. “What’s that mean?”

      “I think she’s a closet Globalist.”

      Now she’d heard everything. The Rachel she knew didn’t have the conviction to be a Globalist or anything else of consequence.

      “Are you serious?”

      Gabe continued, “She wanted me to find out what Dad’s up to.”

      “She asked you to spy on him?”

      “Basically.”

      Novi chewed her lip and leaned toward him. “How long are the internationals here for?”

      “A couple more days.”

      Her heart leapt. The extra time would be huge. “Did Garrett say anything to you about Taskers?”

      “What are those?”

      “Like BioBuddies, but … big and hideous.”

      Gabe looked away for a moment. “I did overhear him say something to the Chinese president about large-scale synthetics.”

      “That’s it! Did he say anything about a facility?”

      “Not that I heard. What are Taskers?”

      His eyes widened in a mix of horror and fascination as she told him about the monstrous creatures she’d seen in the Burn. Soulless sacks of synthetic muscle that ran on Agar and bioprogramming.

      “Where are they being made?” Gabe asked.

      “We’re not exactly sure, but we think it’s near another Phage colony. That’s where we need to go next.”

      “What do you need me to do?”

      Gabe had wanted desperately to leave the city with them, but she was glad for making him stay.

      “I’m out of Agar. There’s got to be more in the Spire.”

      “Okay, but where?”

      “I’m not sure. But if you’re on Garrett’s good side right now, maybe you can find out.”

      “How much do you need?” he asked.

      “As much as you can get.”

      “I’ll try.”

      She took him by the shoulders. “You don’t understand. If I lose consciousness in here, I might never find my way out.”

      He gave a stiff nod. “Then I’ll find it. I promise.

      “There’s more.”

      “More?” he asked, incredulous.

      “Owen’s father is Garrett’s prisoner. If possible, you need to get him out, too.”

      He shook his head. “How am I supposed to do all this?”

      Novi smiled. “I’m going to drop a bomb.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          23

        

      

    

    
      Administrator Guthrie stood behind the camera with his arms crossed, Director Ingliss at his side. On one hand, she got it. Having such a jarring video play on his watch made him and the Authority look bad, or at least, that they weren’t really in control. That’s what she was here to clarify by confessing to the whole thing. But, in so doing, he was giving her a forum.

      Just below the camera was a prompter cued up to the first line.

      MY NAME IS MAGGIE MCGANN. I ALONE AM RESPONSIBLE FOR THE PHONY …

      The rest disappeared off the bottom of the screen. They’d made her read it aloud moments earlier and the very words turned her stomach. This wasn’t going to go how they wanted. They just didn’t know it yet.

      Sweat trickled down the small of her back as her pulse quickened. The whole Dome would hear it. Broadcasts were impossible to ignore.

      “Are we clear on how this is going to work?” Guthrie wore a look of smug superiority, tinged with impatience.

      “Crystal.”

      The Technician running the broadcast fiddled with the camera, then nodded to Guthrie and Ingliss.

      “Okay,” Guthrie said. “Let’s get this over with. I’ve got a city to run.”

      The Technician launched the broadcast then pointed at Maggie. She stared into the camera a moment, then cleared her throat as the Cytocorp and Dome Project logos faded out.

      “Hello. My name is Maggie McGann. I, alone, am responsible …”

      The prompter scrolled up. FOR THE PHONY VIDEO YOU SAW YESTERDAY. IT WAS A HOAX.

      She locked eyes with Guthrie and smirked. “I am responsible for broadcasting the video you saw yesterday, but I didn’t make it. The people who did are real, and they want to help us. Everything they said is true.”

      Enraged, Guthrie sawed at his throat with the side of his hand, frantically trying to get the Technician’s attention. He reached for the camera.

      Maggie rushed on in an urgent clip, knowing she’d be cut off momentarily. “As long as we keep working, we’re slaves. We have to stop. This is the only chance we’ll ever …”

      The tiny light at the corner of the camera flicked off.

      “… get.”

      Hopefully she’d said enough. Her lips curled into a defiant grin as Guthrie approached, seething. He crouched down and lowered his hot, red face within a few centimeters of hers.

      “You just wrote yourself a one-way ticket to the Box.”

      Guthrie had a reputation for bluster. He couldn’t bypass the Council on something like that. “Then my last words will be the truth.”

      “I don’t think you appreciate wh–”

      “Sir?” said Ingliss, clearing his throat.

      Guthrie, clearly bothered at the interruption, didn’t turn around. “What?”

      “I can’t be party to this anymore.”

      His eyes narrowed and he rose to face Ingliss. “What?”

      “We can’t really be talking about executing a seventeen-year-old girl.”

      “She knows exactly what she’s doing.”

      “She’s a kid!” He looked past Guthrie at her. “And I believe her.”

      Maggie beamed at Ingliss. This was a welcome turn of events. Had she finally gotten through to someone?

      Guthrie turned stiffly to the Tech. “Leave us.”

      The young man got up from the small desk and hustled out, closing the door behind him.

      “You were saying?” Guthrie said.

      Ingliss drew himself up to his full height. “She called our bluff. Either that means she’s so committed to some elaborate ruse that she’s willing to die for it, or–”

      “Or what?” hissed Guthrie. “Or it’s all trout streams and lilacs outside? Gimme a fucking break.”

      “I’ve talked to six different Technicians about the video. They all agreed we couldn’t possibly create something like this. It could only come from outside.”

      “That’s not the point.” He pointed at her. “She wants to incite anarchy in my Dome.”

      “We’re wasting time!” Maggie said.

      “Shut up!” spat Guthrie over his shoulder. “Lock her back up and tell the Quietus Center to get ready. This is happening today.”

      “But the Council …” stammered Ingliss.

      “The Charter’s clear. Traitors go in the Box.”

      “But that’s not–”

      “You heard me, Mr. Ingliss. Now do your fucking duty.”

      Ingliss gave Maggie a final apologetic look over his shoulder, then turned on his heels and left. As good it felt to defy Guthrie, it didn’t seem he was bluffing.
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      At least Novi’s new avatar didn’t attract attention. That wouldn’t stop CAINN from finding her, but at least Topside wasn’t full of people staring at her anymore. Her next mission was to locate Janus, the legendary biomodder who taught her back in the day. If anyone had a pulse on the Globalists, it was him. He had no love for the Company and had managed to stay under their radar, which was no small feat.

      She only knew him in real life. They lived under the same tent in the Perimeter after the Sharpes kicked her out, but once she finally got her Placement, they’d lost touch. She never had occasion to try and find him in the Reach, so she didn’t know exactly where he was.

      The only tidbit of information she had to go on was the rumor that he’d blackmailed a High Exec to get his own Sandbox and was doing his business through a network of young modders eager to learn from the master.

      Only she wasn’t Novi anymore, nor was she Maven — her modder handle. She was raw data, which could make getting to Janus rather difficult.

      Across the plaza, a nattily dressed man in a top hat strolled along the perimeter, nodding to passers-by. No one she recognized, but modders tended to wear hats and articles of period clothing like suspenders or monocles. Nobody just hung out in Topside unless they were looking to meet someone. Everyone else simply spawned there and went straight into the Strata they wanted.

      Novi frantically pushed her way through the throngs and sidled up to him. The less time she was here, the better. “I need a man with a plan.”

      Few modders would know the code for Janus. This was a roll of the dice.

      He paused and studied her, haughtily cocking one eyebrow. He had a corny British accent and a bourgeois affect. “What?”

      “A man with a plan?” she repeated, her androgynous voice still foreign to her ears.

      “Bugger off,” he said, and strolled away.

      She kept searching for others in period clothes. Her eyes set upon a woman in a frilly dress leaning against a pillar of the gallery, beneath which were the doors to the first Strata. Novi made a beeline to her.

      “I need a man with a plan.”

      The woman looked her up and down. “Who’s asking?”

      “I can’t say here.”

      The woman nodded over her shoulder toward one of the endless unmarked doors and gave a wink. “Talk to the conductor.”

      Novi brushed past her, the woman’s eyes burning into her back as she touched the handle of the door. She took a deep breath and walked into a train station.

      After being out in the Seam, smelling the smells and feeling the feels, it was suddenly much easier to see the Reach for what it was. The Interface was a digital bridge between the Reach and the Synth. You didn’t walk, but you felt all the sensations of walking. You didn’t see, but your brain perceived sight. Everything that rooted you in time and space was there, making it nearly indistinguishable from reality.

      The signs said Lisbon Oriente, which was in Portugal. It was an impressive structure of steel and concrete, with dramatic arched galleries that blended seamlessly into straight lines.

      It was empty save for a uniformed station employee with dark skin and a mustache who stood near the door marked ALL TRAINS AND BUSES. His kindly eyes crinkled at her as she approached. A shiny gold name tag read PAOLO and CONDUCTOR underneath.

      “May I help you?”

      “I need a man with a plan.”

      His kindly smile dropped. “And who, may I ask, is calling?”

      “Is this a Sandbox?”

      “It is.”

      She sighed with relief. He’d cleverly nested his Sandbox inside another disguised as some boring Stratum. “Maven. My name is Maven.”

      The smile returned even larger. He dug two fingers in his front shirt pocket and withdrew a paper ticket, then held it out for her. It was a bus ticket for Sevilla.

      He pointed behind her down a long, dark hallway. “Buses.”

      Shit.

      Novi trudged along the long corridor until she spotted the bus to Sevilla, halfway down a long row of others. She climbed aboard the rickety old coach and handed her ticket to the driver, who took it and waved her by. She shuffled to a row near the middle of the empty bus, then sank into a window seat and closed her eyes. When she opened them next, the Portugese countryside was whistling past.

      Shortly after crossing into Spain, the bus slowed and came to a stop. An avatar resembling a cartoon Robin Hood, jaunty hat and all, climbed aboard and made his way back to her. He stopped at her row and smiled, gesturing to the seat beside her.

      “May I?”

      She studied him bemusedly as he settled in with a heavy sigh. She’d only seen him in real life — never in the Reach. “Still stealing from the rich, I see.”

      He slid his fingers up the long feather in his corny green hat and winked. “The only thing I steal from the rich is their dignity. And they pay for the privilege.”

      “Is that what this Sandbox was? Payment?”

      “Something like that.”

      Technically, she hadn’t found Janus — he’d found her. Their paths hadn’t crossed since her days living on the perimeter when she was Gabe’s age. In real life, he was a hulking, effeminate man with dark skin and puffy eyes, a biomodder of unmatched skill, though he had no mods himself. She never learned what his actual job was or if he even had one.

      When Garrett and Rachel booted her out of the house, Janus took her under his wing. He taught her about the cruelties and caprices of the real world, along with how to biomod. If he wasn’t quite a father figure, he was at least like a cool uncle. She hoped she might see him again someday.

      “You’re supposed to be dead.”

      “It’s a long story.”

      “We’ve got a long ride.”

      “Why a bus anyway?”

      He grinned. “Because anyone who’s willing to spend four hours each way on a boring bus ride must have something pretty important to say. So, let’s hear it.”

      Novi told Janus everything, from the new Synthiont to the Domes, the Burn, the Phage, Taskers, and their risky play to get her into the Reach.

      “Wow,” he finally said, nodding. “You’ve been a busy girl.”

      “You don’t know the half of it.”

      He cocked an eyebrow. “What’s my part in this?”

      “How connected are you to the Globalists?” she asked.

      He gave a crooked smile. “I know people who know people. Of course, Eliason’s big announcement stole their thunder. He’s dead, you know.”

      “So I heard.”

      “Why do you want to know about the Globalists?”

      “Because they need to know everything I just told you.”

      “That’s a lot of bus rides.”

      Novi removed the locket from her neck, which she’d tucked under Ensign Blankman’s shirt, and held it out to him.

      “What’s this?”

      “A copy of the internet from 2084. Everything the Company buried from the Time Before, plus all we have on the Dome Project, Agar, the Reclamation … you name it. We call it a truth bomb.”

      Janus took the locket and ran his fingers reverently over it. The Northern Cities Network was under Cytocorp’s complete control. Nobody saw anything the Company didn’t want them to, not from outside the Cities and definitely not from the Time Before. To many, this was the Holy Grail. The Archive could open windows no one had peered through in fifty years.

      “What am I supposed to do with this?”

      “Can you distribute it across the Reach?” she asked.

      “To what end?”

      “The Phage needs the Cities in the fight,” Novi protested. “It has to start with the Globalists. If they knew the truth, they’d–”

      Janus cut her off, a bemused smile on his face. “The truth? You think anyone in this godforsaken city gives two shits about the truth? There can’t be more than a few thousand people who’d care about this. I’m not even sure I do.”

      “You don’t understand. Once the new Synth is out in the world, you’ll all be fucked.”

      “Why? What haven’t you told me?”

      “It turns you into a walking antenna. The Company will have direct access to your body and mind, all day, every day.”

      He cocked his head doubtfully. “I know you’re not talking about mind control. That’s some sci-fi shit.”

      “Right now, they use the Reach to gather behavioral data. What do you think will happen when they don’t need it anymore?”

      “We’ll have to pay for it.”

      “But by that time it won’t be Company scrip. It’ll be something else, subject to market forces. And once everybody learns about the Synth and the Reach, they’ll come running to the Cities.”

      The realization she’d led him toward descended over him like a blanket. “It’ll be the Northern Migration all over again.”

      “Only they won’t have room for everyone and prices will go through the roof. Low-level workers won’t be able to afford to live here.”

      “They’ll be exiled,” Janus said.

      “If they’re lucky. But it won’t matter anyway because Taskers will take their place. And as Taskers get better and smarter …”

      “They’ll take over more of the work,” he finished.

      Novi nodded. “Leaving the wealthy residents of the Cities free to do whatever they want. And if they get out of line, all the Company has to do is flip a switch.”

      “Fuck.”

      “Yeah.”

      Janus’ eyes narrowed. “How do you know so much about this new Synth if it’s not even out yet?”

      She sighed, her gaze drifting to the window. Plaintive herds of sheep and cattle dotted the rolling hills.

      “Garrett forced it on me. The only other person to get it was Eliason.”

      Janus scoffed, pursing his lips and studying her through the slits of his doubtful eyes, but could see she wasn’t just speculating.

      “But Eliason killed himself.”

      “Ha! And Garrett happened to wind up in charge?”

      “Hold up. You think Sharpe made him do it?”

      “Garrett hated him. He was the only thing standing between him and the Chief Exec suite.”

      “Holy shit.”

      In the space of a few minutes, Janus had gone from cool indifference to flat-out terror, his face as white as the eroding gypsum hillsides that whizzed past.

      “Our window of opportunity is closing, J. That’s why we need you to … to  …”

      He frowned. “Maven? What’s wrong?”

      Her vision blurred and her hands clasped the armrests to steady herself, but her head continued swimming. The comforting hum of the bus’ wheels on the road and Janus’ voice both faded away. Some distant corner of her brain registered that her body, which was still in the Conduit fifty kilometers west of the city, was in serious distress.

      Reach time and real time didn’t align. She had no way to know whether she’d been in for minutes or hours. Back in the day, running too low on Agar made you faint. Owen had rationed it tightly, but she’d downed the last of it before charging down the hill to the Conduit.

      Novi had no idea what would happened if her Synth ran completely out of Agar while she was in the Reach, but it seemed she was about to find out.
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      “Should she be twitching like that?” Owen asked, his brow knotted in concern.

      Novi’s head was in his lap as he stroked her hair, wishing like hell he could know what she was doing or seeing. Though she was right in front of him, she might as well have been in the Burn. He couldn’t know whether she was in distress, but even if she was, neither he nor Spencer could get her out.

      “It’s just her body reacting to the Reach,” Spencer answered, pausing to take a sip of water. “Totally normal.”

      Novi had been pinched in for three hours, and he could tell something was wrong. Her healthy pink post-Agar glow had faded to a sickly pallor, and a sheen of sweat coated her face.

      The inside of the Conduit acted as an echo chamber, his sporadic conversation with Spencer echoing metallically in both directions. Meanwhile, the muffled buzz of gundrones served as a constant reminder of what awaited them once they tried to leave — only this time, there would be no bug-man to distract them.

      Owen dabbed at Novi’s forehead with a towel from his pack, her eyes swiveling madly under her dark lids.

      Twice since they arrived, a Vacupod whistled through the tube at such velocity that the thin sound of its approach had already receded before Owen realized what it was.

      “How will we know when it’s Gabe?” Owen asked.

      He gave his little Frankenstein’s monster of a device a shake. “I’m monitoring the cameras in the pods. Once he’s about five clicks out, we’ll break the vacuum and let him skid to a stop. It’ll probably trip a million alarms, so we’ll need to move quickly.”

      “I dunno, Spence. She’s not looking so hot.”

      “The Synth uses more Agar in the Reach because it’s working harder. She’s totally out?”

      “The last of it is in the injector.”

      Before they left Campus, he loaded an autoinjector with five cc’s of Agar in case of an emergency, but that was truly the last of it. If Gabe didn’t come through, it would buy her maybe half a day.

      The best-case scenario was that Gabe got out of the city with Agar for Novi. Getting his father out was a long shot at best, and not their priority. The thought of leaving him there was a bitter pill to swallow.

      His eyes drifted back down to Novi. Her breathing had become rapid and shallow. Even during her most desperate and fevered hours, she’d never looked so awful.

      He dug into the bottom of his pack for the autoinjector. If she was on the brink, it might bring her back.

      “Are you sure?” Spencer warned.

      Spencer meant well, but he hadn’t spent the past two months caring for Novi and managing her Agar intake. All he could think of was their conversation back at Campus when he came to understand her consciousness might get trapped there. He couldn’t let that happen.

      He pressed it into the hollow of her neck and pulled the trigger.
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      A distant voice pushed through the fog.

      “Maven? Maven. Hey, there you are.”

      The whine of the bus’s brakes filled Novi’s ears. She sat up, blinking rapidly, taking in her blurry surroundings. Somehow, Janus had gotten her back to the train station.

      “Wait, what just happened. How did we …?” she began.

      “You went away.”

      “Shit. I need to get back.”

      Janus extended a hand as he rose. “Come on. I’ll get you a ride.”

      Novi took it and shakily stood, then followed him off the bus. It was difficult to focus, so she steadied herself on his arm, but she felt a bit stronger. Owen must have brought her back somehow.

      An autonomous cart came zipping toward them and slowed to a stop. It had three bench seats in it for passengers who needed assistance, which she definitely did.

      “Where to, boss man?” came a voice from the little speaker.

      “Topside,” Janus said, and helped Novi into the front seat. He didn’t get in.

      “You’re not coming?” she asked.

      “This is as close to Topside as I like to get,” he said with a wink.

      “But you’ll help us?

      He patted the pocket where he’d secured the gold heart containing the Archive. “I’ll do what I can.”

      “It could be bad for business.”

      “Yeah, well, you know what they say about the truth. Sometimes it hurts.”

      “They also say it can set you free.”

      He smiled and nodded down the long corridor. “Get back to your body. Something tells me we’ll meet again.”

      “I hope so,” Novi said.

      The electric cart zoomed away. She looked back over her shoulder as Janus raised his hand farewell. A short while later, the cart stopped in front of the banks of doors that led to Topside and she climbed out.

      “Have a nice day,” said the cart’s cheery voice before gliding off toward its next errand.

      She took a deep breath, pushed the door open, and stepped out into Topside.

      Novi frantically scanned the crowd looking for Owen, her Emergency Exit. She spotted him across the plaza wearing a bright red suit with a red tie, shirt, shoes, and belt.

      She took off through the crowd like a pinball, bumping into avatars as she ran, keeping her eyes fixed on Owen. She’d nearly reached him when a giant hand grabbed her by the upper arm and spun her around — a hulking man in a flowered shirt and shorts.

      “Hello, Noviah,” he said.

      CAINN had found her.

      She ripped her arm away and bolted toward Owen as fast as she could.

      “Hey!” the man called after her, giving chase. “Come back here!”

      As she got close to Owen, the man reappeared right in front of her. Instinct took over, and with the last of her strength, she launched into a handspring and flew over his head, landing in Owen’s outstretched arms.
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      Owen looked anxiously down the Conduit as another Vacupod hissed by. When his gaze drifted back to Novi, her eyes were open.

      “Novi? Novi! Spencer!”

      Spencer leapt up and kneeled on her other side, patting her cheeks. “Novi, can you hear us?”

      Finally, her eyes focused on him. “Owen?”

      He broke into joyful tears, laughing in spite of himself. “Welcome back.”

      He painted her forehead and cheeks with kisses, pulling her close. She sat up and ran her fingers through her hair, releasing the purple tendrils plastered by sweat to her forehead.

      “How long was I in?”

      “Over three hours,” Owen replied. “What happened in there?”

      “I found Gabe and gave Janus the bomb. It’s out of our hands now. What about here?” Her eyes darted back and forth between them.

      “So far, so good,” Spencer said, “but if they don’t already know we’re here, they will as soon as we stop Gabe’s pod.”

      “You think he’ll get out?” Owen asked.

      “He’s a smart kid. I just hope he doesn’t do anything stupid.”
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      Yuri Sokolov’s bright eyes roamed about the room like he didn’t quite know where he was, his wild reddish-brown hair plastered to his forehead. After a few moments, they settled on Sharpe, who had been observing him through the window ever since he’d come to.

      They exchanged a smile through the glass.

      Keeping him under quarantine was the perfect reason to prevent his father from seeing the jarring installation process. Fortunately, it wasn’t too much for the kid. T&D had never tested the new Synth on someone as sick as Yuri, but damned if it didn’t work exactly as expected.

      Yuri mumbled something in Russian, and the nurse glanced down at her arm display for the translation.

      “What’s he saying?” Sharpe asked through the intercom.

      “He’s asking for his father.”

      “He’ll be here shortly. Ask how he feels.”

      She spoke, and her comm device translated. He replied and it intoned, “Strong.”

      Sharpe smiled. “Good. Keep pumping him with Agar and run a comb through his hair. I need him tip-top.”

      She nodded. Sharpe opened the door to the observation room and got the attention of the Charlie guarding it.

      “Fetch Premier Sokolov. Have the others wait outside.”

      He gave a tight nod and took off down the hallway.

      Inviting Gabe to the dinner had been a master stroke. Sokolov probably would’ve agreed to the treatment anyhow, but Gabe put it over the top. The others got a good, long look at Yuri when they wheeled him into the Centipede, his skin a ghastly yellow on account of his failing liver. None of them could’ve imagined he would bounce back so quickly. Apparently, the new Synth made short work of cholera.

      Now, the Russian premier would be the Synth’s biggest fan. Once Yuri’s doctors saw it light up an X-ray, there would be some explaining to do, but not even the Russians could imagine the whole truth. Once the satellites connected, Yuri would be the Company’s eyes and ears inside the Kremlin.

      And, with luck, Gabe would be pulling his strings. How poetic.

      Several minutes later came a rap at the door, and the guard opened it a crack. “He’s here.”

      Sharpe nodded, and the Charlie stepped back to let the Russian through, then closed the door.

      He looked hopefully at Sharpe. “It’s done? Is he okay?”

      He gestured toward the observation window. “Ask him yourself. The treatment was a dazzling success.”

      He shuffled toward the window.

      “My god, his color …” said Sokolov, smiling, his eyes glassy. “Can I speak with him?”

      “The intercom’s right there,” said Sharpe, gesturing toward the circular speaker on the wall. “He may be a bit woozy yet.”

      Sokolov tentatively pushed the button and said something in Russian. Yuri rolled his head toward his father’s voice and replied. Whatever he said made Sokolov bring his hands to his face, and his whole body racked with joyous sobs.

      Sharpe came up beside him, patting his back. “You all right?”

      “He said he feels strong as a bear. And hungry as one, too!” he launched into joyous laughter, then, surprisingly, threw his arms around Sharpe. “You saved him! You saved my boy!”

      Sharpe caught the nurse regarding them through the window, bemused. Admittedly, it was odd to see Sokolov, as big and hairy an oligarch as ever poisoned a political rival, break down and cry.

      “He’ll get even stronger over the next week,” Sharpe said, deeply uncomfortable in Sokolov’s embrace. He cleared his throat. “May I bring the others in?”

      Sokolov released him and wiped his eyes on the sleeve of his bespoke jacket. “Yes, of course.”

      “Great.”

      Sharpe plucked him a tissue from the table along the wall, then opened the door. The rest of the internationals entered single-file and aligned themselves along the window, studying Yuri with the curious interest of a museum piece.

      “Look! My Yuri is nearly ready to run and fight again like the other boys!” Sokolov boasted, patting everyone on the back. “The Synthiont is a miracle!”

      “How is this possible?” asked Dr. Hanni.

      “The Synth will transform healthcare,” Sharpe said, enjoying her incredulity. “As you will learn.”

      The Charlie guarding the door entered and tapped him on the shoulder. “What is it?” he asked, irritated by the interruption.

      He leaned in and whispered, “You’re needed in the Ops Center.”

      “Why?”

      “I don’t know, sir, but Prima said it was urgent.”

      He gave an exasperated sigh. “Fine. I’ll be right there.”

      The Charlie nodded and left. Meanwhile, Sokolov was translating his conversation with Yuri, his plump face red with joy.

      “He said he is ready to repel the Ukrainian horde with his bare hands,” Sokolov laughed, slapping Otero on the back. “I believe he could!”

      Sharpe leaned in close. “Anatoly, I’m afraid I have to step away for a moment.”

      “Of course, of course.” He waved his hand dismissively. “Take all the time you need.”

      Sharpe exited and strode down the hallway toward the elevator, pleased with himself and hoping the good news would keep coming.
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      On his way to the Ops Center, Sharpe wondered what could be so urgent. Nothing short of finding the Phage would satisfy. He stepped off the elevator to find Prima waiting with a concerned expression.

      “What is it?”

      She pivoted on her heels and matched his pace as he strode down the hall. “A troubling development with the Domes.”

      “The Domes?”

      “They appear to be on strike.”

      He stopped in his tracks. No work meant no Agar. The Cities’ reserves were kept full, but they’d only last two or three weeks. This is exactly why the new facilities were automated and people replaced with Taskers.

      “You’re shittin’ me.”

      “All except Five. I don’t know why.”

      At least that was something. Five and Six had always supplied Pacifica with Agar, but with Six out of commission, Five had to pick up the slack. If they shut down, it would put Pacifica in a bind.

      He scoffed. “Work is all these people know. They don’t just stop.”

      “They were convinced,” said Prima.

      “By whom?”

      She lifted her chin toward the Ops Center and he followed her in. One of the holographic displays showed a paused video stream with a familiar face — Elle goddamned Travers.

      Sharpe pointed at the screen. “Son of a bitch.”

      “It’s a recording. Likely delivered over the old Inter-Dome Network over a sliver of bandwidth. Quite clever, actually.”

      “Cleverer than you, apparently,” he spat. “What’s it say?”

      She nodded to the Tech Lieutenant, who tapped the display.

      “Greetings Dome citizens. My name is Elle Travers, and I’m with a group of people called the Phage.”

      “Oh, for fuck’s sake,” mumbled Sharpe, dragging out the words.

      He watched in disbelief at Travers’ brazen plea for them to shut it all down and wait it out in the Stores. How could the Domies possibly get behind such a half-assed plan? He had half a mind to kill them where they stood.

      He pulled Prima aside, out of earshot to hide his growing ire. His day had begun so well. “How did you not see this coming?”

      “I have limited data on the Phage and their capabilities. It seems they’re more sophisticated than I realized.” Her pragmatic tone made him want to punch her pretty face.

      He gritted his teeth. “No shit. What’s our play now? Or shouldn’t I bother asking you anymore?”

      She got a faraway look as she/CAINN queried IDA, the Domes’ more primitive AI. “Stress levels are high. Fear and confusion are prevalent, especially in Dome Five.”

      “How do we walk this back?”

      She locked eyes with him. “Confirm the message’s authenticity but cast it as a trick. Paint the Phage as the true threat and Cytocorp as the victim.”

      “You think we should make our own broadcast?”

      “In a manner of speaking. The most credible voice is their own leadership.”

      The logic of it crashed over him like a wave. They could use the Administrator’s Legacy, who they’d still trust more than anyone from the outside. It didn’t matter how the rest of the Authority felt. The Authority’s version of the truth could foment enough doubt and confusion to keep the Domes humming a while longer.

      The Agar facilities in the Burn would both be online soon, and could be retrofit in an emergency. As long as the Agar supply chain was intact, they could take out the Domes whenever they wished.

      None of CAINN’s models could’ve predicted a revolt, and even if they had, he would’ve dismissed it.

      “Make the broadcast. If they don’t go back to work immediately, shut down the Exchangers. In the meantime, I’ve got a Synthiont to sell.”
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      Defying Guthrie in a live broadcast to the whole Dome was empowering. Thrilling, even. Even staring out from her plastic holding cell in silence, Maggie had never felt so alive. But she’d also had plenty of time to think, and in this case, that wasn’t good.

      For starters, her parents would be frantically trying to reach her. Yes, she was on her own, but Guthrie couldn’t keep her family from seeing her, could he? How would they reconcile all this?

      And as for Guthrie, whether he was serious about skipping due process and putting her straight into the Box, she couldn’t yet know. Ingliss was leaning her way, but the way Guthrie cowed him didn’t inspire confidence. Surely the Council wouldn’t let him go rogue for long.

      At least they gave her a blanket and pillow along with a bowl of multimeal she didn’t touch, but sleep was impossible. What if Guthrie dragged her into the Box in the middle of the night?

      No, he just wanted to scare her. No point getting worked up about it.

      Maggie dozed restlessly in the corner of her cell and facing the narrow window along the ceiling on the opposite wall. Simulated moonlight from the roof projected a faint bluish rectangle on the concrete floor.

      Just as she nodded off, the room’s IDA display flicked on, bathing the holding room in the cold light of the screen. The booming echo of Guthrie’s voice poured in from both it and the loudspeakers in the Agora.

      Maggie jolted upright, startled and confused.

      “Attention, citizens.” His voice carried its usual gravitas, yet the inflections weren’t quite right. His had more of an edge to it. “Yesterday morning, you saw a video of a woman claiming to be from outside. The Authority has confirmed the video is authentic, and that its description of the environment, as near as we can tell, is accurate.” He smiled, a shit-eating, toothy smile that radiated insincerity. “We’ve also confirmed that the other Domes are alive and well.”

      What the hell? Maggie got up off the floor and pressed her nose to the thick plastic wall of the cell, her eyes peering through the air holes, wide as saucers. She’d just seen Guthrie hours earlier, but his hair was different.

      “On one hand, this is extraordinary news. It means the world outside is survivable, and that finally, after a century, we can start planning for life after Dome Five. The implications are tremendous. However, if there are really people out there who want to help us, why haven’t they? What have they been waiting for?”

      Maggie’s brow furrowed. She hadn’t asked herself these questions. But she trusted she’d someday know the answer.

      “But back to the matter at hand. The question we should all be asking ourselves right now is, ‘How do we know the video is authentic?’ Well, I’ll tell you. Earlier today, we were contacted by Cytocorp leadership for the first time in eighty-seven years.”

      Her jaw hit the floor. What was she watching? She could practically hear the gasps through the window.

      “Here’s what we know. Sometime around 2096, the Domes lost contact with each other and the rest of the world. The story we all grew up hearing was that cyberterrorists brought down the entire internet, and that Cytocorp cut the hardlines to the Domes to protect us. But that story was a lie. The real cyberterrorists are the Phage.

      “Our network went down because they hacked into it and set up a mirror, making it appear that our data was going directly to Cytocorp, when in fact, it was going to them. The data they sent to Cytocorp was phony, but to Cytocorp, it appeared everything was fine. To us, it appeared Cytocorp had either abandoned us or fell victim to the hackers.

      “We now know that the Phage is holding Cytocorp’s intellectual property — specifically all data from the Dome Project — for ransom. Data you and I and our forefathers worked to generate. Data to build a better world.

      Maggie rolled her eyes. Who wrote this schlock, anyway?

      “As of today, Cytocorp has taken the network back from these terrorists and has re-established contact with all the Domes.” He grinned again, too big and too white. The teeth were all wrong. “The video you saw is a brazen and desperate attempt by extremely sophisticated criminals to inflict as much harm as possible on Cytocorp and the Northern Cities before the Dome Project Ends. They have all our data, and so they knew exactly how to manipulate us.”

      Maggie expected the Company to take action, but somehow thought it would be cruder than this. Of course, they knew exactly what kind of message would sow more confusion, and they had all they needed to deliver it. The narrative was much the same, but the sides were flipped. Now people wouldn’t know who to believe.

      “Fellow citizens, the finish line is in sight. The questions will come, and make no mistake, we will see them answered. But rest assured, help is on the way. In the meantime, it is our duty to continue working and finish what we started. This is how we make it out on the Fifth Epoch. This is how we win.”

      Whoever this was, it wasn’t Guthrie. It was his Legacy. The words originated elsewehere. But she only knew that because she’d seen and heard him very recently. Most wouldn’t know the difference.

      AI-Guthrie blinked out and the last echoes of his too-high voice reverberated outside.

      Travers warned everyone the Company would try and compel them to work, but she hadn’t anticipated this. The current rift in the Dome could only widen as a result, and she couldn’t do a damn thing about it.
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      Sharpe left Prima to deliver their counterpoint to Dome Five, ironically by using their own Administrator’s Legacy as a sort of digital puppet. As much as he wanted to stay for that, he had to prepare for brunch with the internationals. Apparently, Yuri’s startling transformation had even piqued the curiosity of the leftists.

      His Synth wouldn’t fully mature for several days yet. It had taken care of the infection in short order, releasing armies of synthetic T cells that quickly overwhelmed the bacteria. Any remaining inflammation would abate by that evening.

      The questions came hard and fast.

      How does it work?

      How invasive is it?

      How many can you produce?

      And, critically: What does it cost?

      In answering these questions, Sharpe got a better pulse on the leaders’ various challenges.

      Hanni’s India and Sokolov’s Russia faced similar problems. India’s great unwashed were crowded into shantytowns at the base of the mountains, hoping like hell the clouds of malaria-carrying mosquitoes in the South didn’t care for heights. South Korea and Brazil were also crowded into the temperate zones.

      Then there was China.

      Liu had relocated its industrial base to Mongolia, taking care to dismantle every bridge on the Yangtze and Yellow Rivers so refugees from Southeast Asia couldn’t follow. For good measure, he’d begun building a new “Great Wall” that would stretch from Tianjin to Bhutan. If it was ever completed, the people who built it would find themselves on the wrong side.

      But even they couldn’t work nonstop in brutal conditions. Two decades and trillions of Yuan later, they weren’t even halfway done. Once he learned that Taskers could finish it in short order, he’d be all in. As for the Synth, you hardly needed to sell the Chinese on the idea of command and control.

      “I must admit, Sharpe, I thought your claims were overblown, but Yuri’s recovery is a miracle. So, it would seem, is your Synthiont,” said Sokolov, beaming.

      “Well, Anatoly,” Sharpe said, leaning back in his chair. “It’s just the tip of the iceberg. Making the host healthier is a given.”

      “I noticed your technicians giving Yuri a lot of fluids,” said Dr. Hanni, her brow furrowed with concern. “Is that some kind of supplement?”

      “It’s called Agar. A plant-based syrup full of amino acids and other compounds the Synthiont needs to function.”

      “You said ‘host’,” said Archer, frowning. “To me, that suggests a parasite.”

      “Parasites are harmful. This is a symbiotic relationship.”

      “What about this … Agar?” asked Kang. “Who does it benefit?”

      “Everyone. It’s sustainable, nutritious, vegan, and easy to distribute. And thanks to our dome technology, it can be produced anywhere. Even in the Burn.”

      “What happens if someone doesn’t get Agar?”

      Sharpe swatted the question away like a fly. “The symptoms of Agar deficiency are mild, no worse than hypoglycemia.”

      Hanni frowned and shook her head. “My people need basic sanitation. Medicine. Clean water. Not some … sports drink.”

      He expected as much from Hanni, whose father had campaigned to move India’s industrial base to the North. Now that Mumbai was uninhabitable, the Indian people revered him as some kind of seer. She wasn’t him, but she was trying to be, and holy shit was it annoying.

      “I disagree. What they need …” he scanned the room, making eye contact with everyone in the delegation, “… what all your people need, is resilience. The Synthiont will make them practically impervious to disease. How many problems would be solved by that alone?”

      “But at what cost?” asked Archer, exasperated.

      Sharpe hoped his thin smile masked his growing irritation. He glanced furtively at Sokolov and Otero, who seemed to enjoy their little jousting matches. That was fine. He’d anticipated their every argument.

      “You want to talk about cost? What have squalor and disease cost your economy?”

      “Just answer the bloody question.”

      “I’m concerned about dependency,” Japan’s Ashigaru interrupted, as though delivering some earth-shattering revelation. “This Agar sounds like a state-sponsored drug.”

      “So what?” Otero said. “Brazilians are dying faster than we can cremate them. If their technology can stop that, I’ll pay anything.”

      “Some negotiator you must be,” Ashigaru retorted.

      “You all saw my Yuri when he arrived,” Sokolov joined in. “He was in the reaper’s grip. Now, it is like he was never sick. I hate seeking help from the West, but we have no more defenses against these plagues than any of you.”

      Sharpe let that sink in a moment, hoping someone else would speak first. Sometimes the best way to sell was to shut up.

      Bain, who had been listening intently, gave the table a polite slap. “Here’s what I don’t get, Mr. Sharpe. Canada and America used to have this very symbiotic relationship you speak of. Yet, as of today, I am the only living Canadian to set foot in the Northern Cities. I ask you, why now?”

      The young, ambitious prime minister had his own ax to grind against Cytocorp. American refugees streaming into Canada during the Reclamation had created a humanitarian crisis that persisted to this day.

      Sharpe shrugged. “What can I say? Previous administrations took a different posture toward trade.”

      “You ransacked your own country,” continued Bain, shaking his head. “How are we supposed to trust anything you say?”

      All eyes were on him now. Apparently, they’d come to the crux of it. “Everyone in this room inherited the choices of our predecessors. I’m offering to wipe the slate clean. We can dwell in the past or adapt and build a new future together. That’s the choice before us.”

      A hushed moment followed as they pondered the implications, economically and politically. Their choice should be clear, but if negotiations went sideways, he was prepared to make it even easier.
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      Gabe sat in the captain’s chair in the forward navigation deck of the Darkdawn, staring straight ahead as the ship bore through a hole through the galaxy. Distant stars streaked by like long smudges.

      The crew didn’t know this was their last mission together, but they weren’t real. None of it was. As a kid, a Sandbox in the Reach provided the ultimate playground, where he could be and do literally anything without CAINN looking over his shoulder. If he got bored on the ship, he could design any experience he wanted.

      Only he wasn’t that kid anymore. Not even close. The time had come to live in the real world.

      While he’d been playing pretend, his own father had undertaken a plan to plug the whole world into Cytocorp. Gabe knew what that meant, which was why he couldn’t sit idly and watch it unfold. There was just one loose end.

      “Captain?” said First Officer Cheng. “She’s here.”

      Gabe rose and assigned command to Cheng on his way out the door. She gave a dutiful nod as he passed.

      “It’s been an honor,” he said. She regarded him quizzically.

      In all likelihood, he’d never see her or any of the crew again. His fondness for them was real.

      He found his mother studying her reflection in the polished wall of the transporter room, dressed in a cream-colored gown that reminded him of a toga.

      “Welcome to the Darkdawn,” he said.

      On seeing him enter, she turned and smiled. “It’s not how I imagined.”

      “How so?”

      “It seems … older.”

      He gestured to a pair of chairs at the control board. She sat awkwardly, shuffling back and forth as though it wasn’t as comfortable as she’d hoped.

      “Is this where you spend every waking hour?”

      “Only between destinations.”

      “It’s extraordinary, Gabriel. It really is.”

      “Can we skip the small talk?”

      She gave a pained smile. “I suppose.”

      “If I ask you something, do you promise to tell me the truth? Remember, CAINN can’t hear us in here.”

      “Okay.”

      “Are you a Globalist?”

      She averted her eyes, hesitating. “It’s complicated.”

      Her face flushed and she couldn’t quite meet his eye. This woman he thought he had all figured out was a cipher who, in reality, spent nearly as much time in the Reach as him. What had she gotten up to? Who had she met?

      “What does that mean?”

      “My eyes have been opened.”

      If there was more to the story, she wasn’t sharing.

      “Because of what Dad did to Novi?”

      “In part. I asked myself if he’d do the same to you.”

      “And?” he asked.

      “I think you know the answer.”

      Novi once described his mother as a ghost in solid form. Her manifold failings as a mother were hardly up for debate. But something or someone had lit a fire under her, and she was trying to make up for it. In any event, she wasn’t the enemy.

      “Tell me about the dinner,” she said.

      He recounted his evening and how he’d helped convince Sokolov of the Synthiont’s safety. From what he observed, the autocratic states had greater interest in the Synth. The democratic countries were still skeptical.

      She listened carefully, nodding, unsurprised by how the dinner unfolded.

      “We hosted Premier Sokolov in our home when you were little.”

      “I remember,” he said. “That’s how he and Dad know each other. Sokolov made reference to it.”

      “The Russians needed Macros and we needed weapons and equipment. It was all under the table. There were others, of course.”

      “What does that have to do with anything?” asked Gabe.

      “What has your father told you about the new Synthiont?”

      “Nothing, really. I only know what Novi told me.”

      “Which was?”

      He needed to be careful. His mother couldn’t know he’d just encountered Novi on this very ship. None of this meant he could trust her with such a thing.

      “That it gives the Company control over people. I’ll bet that’s how Dad might’ve killed Eliason.”

      His mom sank back in her chair, her face turning ghostly white. “And giving it to Yuri Sokolov effectively makes him a Cytocorp asset.”

      His eyes widened and his stomach churning. That’s exactly what it meant, and he’d helped make it happen. Flashes of nuclear weapons played across his mind.

      “Listen, I invited you here to say goodbye.”

      Her expression fell. “You’re going to find Novi.” He nodded. “How?” She quickly shook her head. “Actually, it’s better if I don’t know.”

      “It could get bad in the city for a while.”

      She looked away. “It’s always been bad. We just never saw it.”

      Gabe got up, his eyes roaming over the transporter room he’d so lovingly designed. “I have to go now. Stay as long as you like. It’s … it’s my heart. So, if you decide to drop by and say hi to the crew once in a while … y’know …”

      Though his crew wasn’t any more real than the ship itself or the space through which it flew at hypersonic speeds, he liked to think they’d continue their adventures without him.

      She got up and smiled warmly. “I will. I really will.”

      “Bye, Mom.”

      Just as he reached for his arm to pinch out, she stopped him. “Gabe … Please be careful. Your father’s not someone to trifle with. But he does love you, in his way.”

      He turned away with a thin smile and climbed the steps to the transporter platform. It was a little corny, but he figured why not. He stepped onto the burnished metal plate and raised his hand to his mother and pinched his arm as a bright column of energy swallowed him.
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      Dawn broke through the small window of Dome Five’s lonely holding room, tugging Maggie free of a surprisingly deep sleep. It took her a moment to remember where she was, but the two rows of cells with thick, plastic walls quickly reminded her.

      The door opened, giving her a start. Guthrie came in alone, not saying a word. He sauntered past her cell to the far wall where a couple chairs were parked and dragged it over, the metal legs screeching against the concrete. As he sat heavily in it, he ran his fingers through his graying hair before leaning over, deep creases under his eyes.

      Surely the first words from his lips would be an apology, right?

      “I assume you watched it?” he asked. She nodded. “I called an emergency Council meeting immediately afterward to reassure them it wasn’t me.”

      “In case you wondered, I didn’t do it.”

      He chuckled softly. “No, I don’t suppose you did. But these friends of yours are playing a very dangerous game.”

      As much as it pleased her to watch him eat crow, they now had a serious problem on their hands. A shared problem.

      Her eyes narrowed at him. Why was he here if not to let her out? “My friends?”

      “You know damn well who I mean. This … Phage group. What do they want?”

      Maggie squinted, not believing her ears. “The Phage didn’t hijack your Legacy. Cytocorp did. You know that, right?”

      “I need to understand the forces behind this. Stop working, don’t stop working … people are scared and confused. In here, that amounts to an existential threat.”

      Maggie threw her head back and laughed, prompting his face to turn beet red.

      “I fail to see the humor in this, Miss McGann.”

      “How does anyone this thick become Administrator? IDA must’ve been glitching when it picked you.”

      “You think insulting me is your best play right now?” he said through clenched teeth.

      “We’ve been lied to from Day One. The Domes are just big farms for this Agar crap and we are slaves to Cytocorp. Of course they don’t want us to stop.”

      He scoffed. “You can’t actually believe this … slave business, can you?”

      “I don’t want it to be true, but you saw what they did to Dome Six. As soon as they don’t need us anymore, they’ll do the same to us.”

      Guthrie’s pudgy face softened, the hot blood slowly draining away. “I remember being your age, y’know. I wanted so badly for my generation to be the one that stood outside and breathed real air. I get it.” He leaned in closer so his nose nearly touched the plastic. “But these people chose you because they knew you’d believe them. Because you’re naïve. And now they’re using you to jerk us around, so I ask you again, what do they–”

      “You’re wrong!” she hissed. “They chose me because they knew I’d actually do something.” She shook her head ruefully, her eyes drifting to the ceiling. “They told me not to tell anybody. Clearly, I should’ve listened.”

      He rubbed his temples. “My god, girl, how many red flags do you need? They played you like a damn fiddle.”

      Maggie had a good sense of people. Nothing Spencer and Aaron said or did rang false. But the words that spouted from AI-Guthrie’s too-smooth mouth were calculated to divide and confuse. FPC and Tower workers comprised the majority, and stopping work ran counter to everything they knew.

      How anyone this cynically stupid could wind up in charge of the Dome baffled her. This was their one chance, and he was willing to pretend it never happened. The Time Before must’ve overflowed with these self-righteous pricks.

      “Then let’s settle it.” Her eyes slid over to him. “Drop the shield.”

      His face pinched tight. “Don’t be absurd.”

      “Do it at night if you want. Go up in a Crawler and take a look around. What have you got to lose?”

      “So, just drop the shield. And what happens if the shield doesn’t come back up? Or can’t your young mind conceive of such things?”

      She locked eyes with him and crossed her arms defiantly. “Why does the shield even stay up at night? Why can we only see what’s directly overhead?”

      He hesitated, considering this, but then his face hardened again. “Say you’re right. Say we drop the shield and it’s the goddamned Garden of Eden out there. Everyone stops working — the Towers, the FPC, everything shut down. We all rejoice and decide to stick it to The Man like Travers says.

      “How long do you think we’ll last in the Stores on emergency rations? What if Cytocorp turns off the water or shuts down the Exchangers or shuts down IDA? Are you willing to bet a hundred thousand lives that your friends will rescue us?”

      “Yes!”

      “What makes you so certain?”

      “Because everything they’ve told us has been true.”

      He sighed heavily and touched the handle on her cell door. It clicked and he swung it open, stepping aside as he gestured for her to leave.

      “You’re free to go.”

      She cocked her head. “What?”

      “All you’re guilty of is gullibility. Unfortunately, that’s not a crime. Maybe it should be.”

      Maggie got to her feet and stood defiantly in the middle of her cell. This wasn’t how she saw it going. Not after Guthrie literally saw himself spouting garbage in that broadcast.

      “What are you gonna do?” she demanded.

      “That’s not your concern.”

      “Wrong,” she said, her hands on her hips. “I have a stake in this now.”

      A rap came at the door. Guthrie’s eyes darted toward it as it opened. Ingliss stood in the doorway, doing his best to act like something hadn’t just scared him shitless.

      “Oh, god, what now?” asked Guthrie.

      “It’s the Stores,” he said breathlessly. “Half the city is trying to get inside and the other half is blocking the entrance.”

      “Goddamnit!” Guthrie glared murderously at Maggie and pointed stiffly toward Ingliss. “What a clusterfuck. Go, before I change my mind. Director Ingliss will see you out.”

      “Drop the shield so everyone can see for themselves,” Maggie pleaded. “That’s the only way to end this ridiculous standoff.”

      “GET. OUT!” Guthrie screamed.

      As badly as she wanted to scream back, now wasn’t the time. At least half the Dome would believe AI-Guthrie. The other half would believe Elle.

      If he wouldn’t do anything to stop it, she’d have to. How, she couldn’t imagine.

      She brushed past Guthrie and out the door with Ingliss at her side. He looked over his shoulder to ensure the door had closed and leaned in close.

      “I agree with you. We need to drop the shield and end this.”

      She kept walking, making sure no one was eavesdropping. “How?”

      “Director Carpenter’s as concerned about this situation as I am.”

      The Director of Infrastructure. If anyone could drop the shield without involving Guthrie, it was him. “Can you convince him to do it?” she asked.

      He shook his head. “If I tried, he might accuse me of trying to start a coup. But he does think highly of your friend, Max.”

      They reached the front entrance. Through the glass door, she could already see the growing crowd in front of the entrance to the Stores.

      Ingliss opened the door for her and said, “Whatever you plan to do, you’d better hurry.”
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      The Vacupod slowly equalized the pressure before the door’s seal released and swung open, revealing the platform to the private Executive elevator. It relieved Gabe to find it empty. He stepped inside and selected the rooftop suite. After dining with the internationals, his father had taken him aside and told him he would extend his security clearance to include it.

      Supporting his dad at the dinner bought him some favor, but whether it moved him deeper into the circle of trust, he couldn’t know.

      The elevator door opened into the suite. His father was seated at the desk wearing an untucked and half-unbuttoned dress shirt, studying a graph on a curved holoscreen that acted like a translucent wall between them. He saw Gabe through it and immediately flicked it off.

      “Well, isn’t this a surprise?” he asked, standing to greet Gabe. “You’re the last person I expected to see tonight. You want some Agar? Mixed with something fizzy, maybe?”

      “I’m fine, thanks.”

      His dad glanced at the time projected on the wall. It was 8:30 a.m. “Shouldn’t you be at the other end of the galaxy?”

      “I usually sleep in on Saturdays.”

      “Right,” he said, tapping his head. “I knew that.”

      “Aren’t you meeting with the internationals today?”

      “Not until ten. A few of us were up quite late raising our glasses to Yuri’s health. Do you want to sit?”

      So seldom did they converse that neither had any idea what lay beyond small talk. An awkward pause ensued.

      “No, that’s okay. How’s Yuri doing, anyway?”

      His eyes lit up, clearly delighted by Gabe’s interest. “He’s practically recovered. The new Synth left quite an impression, let me tell you.”

      “Negotiations are going well, then?”

      “I’ve got my hooks in them now. You had a part in that.”

      Gabe shrugged it off. “I didn’t really do anything.”

      “You inspired confidence. That’s half the battle.”

      All he did was lie through omission. Yuri’s Synthiont was the same beta version his father forced on Novi. Gabe had kept that fact under wraps and wasn’t comfortable with the implications.

      “Why give him the new one?”

      “Future proofing.” He’d hoped to catch his father hinting at the Russian-asset theory, but he was too cagey for that. “Soon, we’ll all have it. You, too.”

      The thought of it made him shudder. He’d rather die.

      “Is that why you gave it to Novi?” Gabe asked. “Future proofing?”

      His father gave a warning look before strolling over to the windows along the north side of the giant, circular room. The residence behind a wall that bisected the suite. Gabe followed at his side.

      “Is that what this is about? I already got an earful from your mother, believe me.”

      “I hate what you did to Novi, but … I understand why you did it.”

      His father turned, studying his expression. “And why is that?”

      Gabe’s eyes never wavered. He knew exactly what to say. “Because she doesn’t know what’s best for her. None of us do. That’s why we need CAINN.”

      Impressed, his father gave a slow nod. “Is that why you helped get Noviah and Owen Welsh out of the Spire? Because you thought it was best for her?”

      Huh? That was weeks ago now and he’d never said anything. “Wh–what are you talking about?”

      “I’m not mad. In fact, I’m relieved. After the way you were coddled growing up, I was worried you’d be meek. But busting those two out of the Spire? That took some stones.”

      Sensing someone behind him, Gabe turned to see Prima emerge from the residence wearing a silky robe tied loosely at her waist, her long black hair spilling over her shoulders. She smiled pleasantly as she padded across the floor to them, making no attempt to close the gap that exposed her spectacular cleavage. He could barely pull his eyes away.

      His father kept mistresses before, some in the Reach like everyone else but also others scattered throughout the city. Whether it happened with or without his mother’s knowledge, he couldn’t know. It wouldn’t have surprised him either way.

      But something seemed different about Prima.

      For starters, he’d never heard mention of her prior to the dinner. She was young and preternaturally gorgeous, which made her lofty-sounding title, Director of Intelligence, especially suspect. Plenty of breathtaking young women worked in the Spire, but not many were High Execs. What was she to him?

      “You remember Prima,” his father said, running his hand all the way down her back.

      “How could I forget?”

      “Hello, Gabe,” said Prima.

      His parents almost never called him Gabe, privately or otherwise. Why had she?

      “Sorry, I didn’t know you had company,” Gabe said, taking a step toward the elevator.

      “Actually, Prima was just briefing me on some very interesting activity in the Reach today, weren’t you, dear? Tell Gabriel what you saw in Topside Plaza.”

      “Someone with an unregistered Synthiont,” she said flatly. “They left through a hacked Emergency Exit.”

      “Unregistered?”

      “It means somebody with the beta Synth got into the Reach. Now I’m willing to bet it wasn’t Yuri Sokolov, and I’m supremely confident it wasn’t Eliason. That only leaves one option.”

      “Novi?” Gabe asked, incredulous. “That’s impossible.”

      His father slid his butt off the edge of the desk and put his face right in front of him. “I hate that word. Evar Kopelson was asked once if we’d ever have artificial humans. Do you know what he said?”

      Gabe had Kopelson history shoved down his throat growing up like any other kid, only more so since his father idolized Cytocorp’s very dead founder.

      “That they were inevitable.”

      A chill ran up Gabe’s spine as he realized what his father was saying. Between Prima’s too-perfect everything and the fact that she’d seemingly materialized from nowhere, the answer was clear.

      “She’s … synthetic?” Gabe asked, his voice cracking.

      “Prima, show my son how deep your beauty runs.”

      Without hesitating, Prima poked the tip of her fingernail into her forearm and opened it like a zipper as it sliced down, pale blue fluid oozing from the wound. She peeled back the skin far enough to reveal gray ropes of synthetic muscle bathed in lymph. She flexed her slender fingers to activate the muscles, her dark, soulless eyes never leaving him.

      As much as he wanted to jump in a Vacupod and rocket off into the Conduit, he couldn’t. Not yet.

      “Wow, Dad. I had no idea you were working on this. It’s incredible.”

      “I agree. But back to Noviah. I take it you don’t know anything about her visit to the Reach.”

      “No, nothing. When did it happen?” Gabe asked.

      “Just this morning.”

      Gabe cleared his throat. “I was pinched in. I haven’t seen her since she left with Owen.”

      “Aboard the good ship Darkdawn, no doubt. In the Sandbox I gave you.”

      “That’s right.”

      His father nodded to Prima and she pinched the wound closed. It sealed instantly, and she dabbed away the remnants of blue fluid with a tissue from the desk.

      “Do you know why I gave you a Sandbox at such a young age?”

      “Because you felt bad for killing Mac.”

      It took him a moment to remember. “Oh, right … your BioBuddy. I haven’t thought about that in years. I did feel badly, but that wasn’t why.”

      “Then I guess I don’t know.”

      “It was so you could do whatever you wanted without me, or your mother, or even CAINN looking over your shoulder. The enemy of insight is oversight.” He swept his hand across the horizon, the city stretching far beyond it. “Which is why we built our own society from the ground up. A society that doesn’t bind innovators and visionaries in red tape. One that doesn’t hide intellectual laziness behind a veil of morality. Our new technologies will change everything.”

      “Then show me.” Gabe drew himself up to full height, pulling his shoulders back.

      His father searched his eyes for signs of deceit, but he would find none, because Gabe was genuinely curious.

      “Show you what?”

      “What else you’ve been working on,” Gabe said, nodding toward Prima. “You’ve been holding out on me.”

      He cocked his head. “I didn’t think you were still into all this stuff.”

      “You haven’t brought anything cool home in a while. I guess I got bored. That’s why I’m always in the Reach.”

      His father’s mouth upturned as he nodded, considering this. “How do I know you’re not sympathetic to Novi and her terrorist friends?”

      Gabe shrugged. “I didn’t leave with them, did I?”

      At the time, he didn’t understand why she wouldn’t let him come with her, but it was because she might need him. Like now.

      “I helped Novi because this isn’t her home anymore. It’s mine. That’s why I stayed. I can’t forgive what you did to her, but I’d like to understand why. You owe me that.”

      “What do you think, Prima?” asked his father, scratching his chin.

      Her head swiveled to him, her cold eyes looking through him as though focused on some other, inner conversation.

      “Unrewarded curiosity is worse than any disease,” she said.

      He chuckled softly, considering this with a sly grin. “She knows her Kopelson. You really want to see behind the curtain?”

      Gabe nodded. His mouth went suddenly dry. “As much as you’re willing to show me.”

      “Prima, please see that everything is ready for this morning’s activities,” he said, heading toward the elevator. “I’d like to show Gabriel where you grew up.”
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      For his fifteenth birthday, Gabe’s father gave him Executive-level access to the Cytospire. Any floor, any door, he said. But by then, Gabe preferred piloting a Scorpion or barking dramatic orders to the crew of the Darkdawn, so he merely said thank you. Until he got Novi out of the medical level, he didn’t even know if he really had such access.

      Only any floor, any door wasn’t quite true. Not even Executives could access the 78th floor, Testing and Development, without special clearance. His father practically lived there. You could only reach it via a private elevator, so when the doors opened and Gabe followed him through, he had no idea what he’d see.

      The elevator opened into the corner of a cavernous laboratory. Ductwork wound between a lattice of metal rafters, terminating in hoods over rows of empty pod-like chambers, perhaps two dozen in all. Cabinets with frosted glass doors lined the walls, beneath which sat a host of tidily arranged lab equipment, including devices Gabe recognized from their basement.

      “Welcome to T&D,” said his father, gesturing grandly as they hugged the wall, presumably toward a second door on the opposite corner.

      “What’s all this for?” asked Gabe.

      “Those big contraptions are stasis chambers. They used to hold test subjects, but now that the Procurement program is over, we no longer need them.”

      No more Procurements? Was that because of what happened in the Skel? Was there any reason to store new Agar here? If he didn’t score a fresh supply for Novi, there was no telling how much she’d suffer.

      Guilt washed over Gabe as he recalled his excitement over joining him on a Procurement. At the time, he believed Skel-dwellers were human savages that the Company took in and converted to citizens in exchange for submitting to tests. Like so many things he’d once believed, it wasn’t remotely true.

      The truth was that his father oversaw the kidnapping of desperate, hungry people and ran experiments on them to advance the development of the Synthiont. That included Novi’s real mother, who may have died in this very room.

      “Dad?” He turned and raised his eyebrows expectantly. “How many subjects?”

      “As many as necessary.”

      A chill fell over him as his father passed through the next door.

      This room was smaller with rows of metal tables in the middle — again, not unlike the basement lab. They, too, sat empty save for three at the far end. A handful of workers in lab coats hunkered over the body of a young man with his chest flayed open like the petals of some grotesque flower, the skin stretched and peeled back with shiny clips and wires as they peered inside. The one doing the probing glanced up at them briefly before returning to his grisly labors.

      Gabe worried he might retch on the floor. He sucked in a soft breath and steadied himself against the counter. His father stopped and sauntered back to him.

      “That’s the last of our human subjects,” said his father without a scintilla of remorse. “I’m sorry, I didn’t realize they were still here.” He started toward another door along the far wall and motioned for Gabe to follow him through. He brightened. “Come on. What I really want to show you is through here.”

      His father was every bit the monster Novi believed him to be. Gabe’s stomach churned as he followed him though the next door.

      The final room was smaller still, with a stub wall partially obscured a stout metal door in the far corner. Six stark, white platforms, lit from within, were arranged in two rows. Ghoulish creatures with pale, mottled skin lay inert on top of them like a sleeping squadron of horrors.

      “What are those?” Gabe asked, wide-eyed.

      “We call them Taskers — sentient synthetics designed for specific uses. These are the base models.” He ran his fingers lovingly over the legs of one that resembled a giant daddy longlegs spider crossed with a crab. “The future will be built on their backs.”

      Gabe came up beside him, equally fascinated and revolted by the Tasker’s appearance. “This is what Prima is … underneath?”

      “Essentially. We created her so CAINN could inhabit a synthetic and experience the world firsthand.” His eyes twinkled and he gave a crooked grin. “I’d say the early results are promising, wouldn’t you?”

      With that, the last piece of the Prima puzzle clicked into place. Cytocorp hadn’t created a true synthetic human, but rather, a vessel for CAINN to act human. A puppet, like what Novi once called Gabe.

      “Do they know what they are?”

      Simulating consciousness had long eluded science. When Gabe was younger, his father groused about it often in his study, yelling to someone back at the Spire about another “consciousness crash.”

      “No, but they know they are. Except for Prima, they still rely on bioprogramming. Until we had the right template, we–”

      A high-pitched alarm cut him off. Gabe got hit with a little jolt of adrenaline, quickly squelched by his Synth. Was this Novi’s distraction already?

      “What’s that?” Gabe asked.

      His father scowled, raised the display on his wrist, and expanded some urgent message, his body visibly stiffening as he read it.

      “What’s wrong?”

      “There’s a security situation,” his father said quickly tugging his suit jacket down. “I have to go. You … actually, stay right here. It’s the safest place. I’ll come for you when things have settled down.”

      Could Novi have worked that fast?

      “Is it the Globalists?”

      His father’s eyes narrowed. “How do you know that?”

      Gabe silently chastised himself. “Who else would it be?”

      This seemed to satisfy him. “Look, just sit tight and I’ll be back as soon as I can. You have your comm on you?” Gabe patted his pocket. “Feel free to look around, but don’t touch anything. And stay out of the Reach. Not even your Sandbox. Are we clear? I need you to be real-world present right now.”

      “Don’t worry about me.”

      He turned on his heels and took off at a determined clip. Not until the door closed behind him did Gabe finally allow himself a deep breath, his whole body relaxing in response. Would this wind up being their final encounter?

      The window Novi opened could close at any moment. He had to move fast. And what better motivation than creepy monsters? Novi said they ran on Agar, but human blood seemed more likely.

      Gabe surveyed the room. Six identical-looking workstations were spaced along the perimeter, one beside each of the lighted platforms with a tidy cluster of diagnostic equipment and a molecular printer. He worked his way down the counter, opening drawers and cupboards in hopes of finding a hidden stockpile of Agar, but only found boxes of test tubes, reagents, and medical instruments.

      He’d nearly gotten back to where he started when he noticed the platforms had metal drawers underneath. He crouched beside a creature with four arms and long fingers and slid out one of the drawers to discover a large bag made of surgical-grade plastic, bloated with faintly blue liquid. A tube dangled above it, unconnected.

      Jackpot!

      Gabe pulled the bag out and held it up to the light. Two full liters of Agar. He moved on to the next platform, and the next. A few minutes later, he had six full bags’ worth.

      The first part of his mission completed, he turned his attention to the other — Stephen Welsh.

      Neither Owen nor Novi knew where he was being held. Novi said he was practically an invalid, which didn’t exactly bode well for part three of the plan — getting the hell out of there. If forced to choose between Agar and Stephen, he’d take the Agar. Owen was his friend, but Novi was family.

      He arranged the bags on the table in the corner and went to the partially hidden metal door in the corner, hoping it didn’t set off an alarm. Of course, it hardly mattered now.

      He tried the handle, and the door opened to the inside.

      The observation room was barely larger than a closet, with a workstation and a display parked in front of a large window. No one was around. He stepped fully inside and looked through the glass. A high-ceilinged living area sat a few meters below as though a portion of the 77th floor had been cut away.

      At the center of the living area was an emaciated man laying on a bed with his eyes closed, looking for all the world like a corpse.

      But a spasm of his left leg told a different story. Machines formed a battlement around him, tubes snaking under his flimsy pajamas. Thick bundles of cabling ran up to the ceiling and disappeared through the wall.

      This had to be Stephen. But what the hell were they doing to him?

      A wide door along the far wall led to a platform elevator in the corner. Gabe went through and descended chunkily down to the living area. The man on the bed didn’t flinch.

      Gabe tiptoed closer, unsure what to expect. Even up close, he appeared dead, though the screen floating over his head registered low vitals.

      Now what?

      “Hey,” Gabe said.

      Nothing. He touched the man’s bony shoulder and gave it a tentative shake.

      “Hey man, can you hear me?”

      Still nothing. He didn’t have time for this.

      “HEY!!” he yelled, shaking him.

      The man gasped, his eyes peering up through puffy slits as they roamed about the ceiling, settling on Gabe’s face.

      “Can you hear me?” Gabe repeated.

      A tiny nod of the head. Good. At least he was getting through.

      “Are you Stephen Welsh?”

      He hesitated, then gave another small nod.

      Gabe smiled, his Synth barely managing the adrenaline. “My name is Gabe. I’m getting you out of here. Can you walk?”

      No. His eyes rolled to the corner where a robotic wheelchair was parked. Gabe retrieved it and locked it in place beside the bed.

      He hadn’t given much thought to this part. Clearly, he’d have to lift him into the chair, but should he? What if these machines were keeping him alive?

      He jiggled one of the tubes. “Do you know what happens if I remove these?”

      No.

      Great. For all he knew, he’d croak the moment he started removing tubes. But if that happened, wouldn’t it be a mercy? Whatever they were doing to him, they’d been at it a long time.

      Screw it.

      Wrapping his hand around the bundle of tubes and wires, he pulled them out of Stephen’s body in one motion. The displays hovering overhead flashed red and tinny electronic alarms sounded, which he ignored.

      “Okay, I need to lift you. You ready?”

      He swung Stephen’s legs nearer the edge of the bed then bent low to help him sit up, his body smelling faintly of decay as he groaned. With one arm under his knees and the other under his shoulders, he gathered Stephen up and eased him into the wheelchair, astonished by how light he was.

      “You still okay?”

      The man coughed as his head lolled to the side. Gabe took it for a yes.

      Whether Stephen was shaking or shivering, he couldn’t tell. He yanked a blanket off the bed and draped it over him, then removed the wheel locks and pushed him over to the elevator. They ascended to the lab level and out through the beefy door.

      Gabe grabbed the Agar bags he’d set aside and arranged them on Stephen’s lap, then covered them with the blanket so you couldn’t even tell they were there. Stephen’s eyes drifted down to the lumpy mass under the blanket, confusion filling his sallow face.

      “Are you ready to get out of here?” The old man gave a tiny nod. “There are some people in the next room, so try not to cause a scene.”

      He couldn’t be certain, but Stephen might have actually smiled.
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      Maggie arrived at Max’s unit a few minutes after 7 a.m., having come directly from the Authority. On her way, she passed by the entrance to the Stores. If anything, Ingliss had downplayed the situation. Both the people screaming to get in and those blocking their way were practically foaming at the mouths. A melee couldn’t be far behind.

      Elisa threw the door open on the third knock and wrapped her in a hug.

      “Maggie!”

      The relief on Elisa’s face came as a pleasant surprise. She spent so much time with Max lately, it was easy to forget they were best friends.

      “I’m okay.”

      “What happened?” Max asked, joining them by the door and pushing it closed.

      “Did you see the broadcast?” Maggie asked.

      Max smirked. “Which one? Yours or Guthrie’s?”

      “It wasn’t him.”

      He blinked. “It wasn’t?”

      “What did they do to you?” Elisa asked.

      “Guthrie told me to say the video was a hoax or he’d send me to the Box. I called his bluff and he locked me up.”

      Elisa folded her arms and stuck out her hip. “How did you know he was bluffing?”

      Maggie blinked. “Actually, I don’t think he was, but that’s beside the point. We’ve got another problem.”

      “What now?” Max asked, exasperated.

      “People are trying to get in the Stores, but FPC workers are blocking the entrance. They seem ready to kill each other.”

      “Oh shit,” said Max.

      “What did Guthrie say?” asked Elisa. “The real one, I mean.”

      “He still thinks we’re being played, but he won’t drop the shield to prove it either way. But Ingliss is on our side. He says Carpenter could drop the shield on his own, but only if Max convinces him.”

      Her and Elisa turned expectantly to Max.

      His brow knotted. “Me?”

      “It’s the only way,” Maggie said matter-of-factly. Nothing short of revealing trees and grass outside the Dome would defuse this situation now.

      His eyes widened. “Are you insane? He hates me now.”

      “Dropping the shield settles this immediately. We need to get in the Stores before they do what they did to Dome Six. You have to convince him, Max.”

      Max rubbed his eyes, shaking his head. “I’ll see what I can do.”

      Maggie gave a decisive, final nod. “Good. Let’s roll.”
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      Maggie cupped her hand over her ear, straining to hear the shouting from the Agora. Though she was still five sectors away she distinctly heard voices.

      “I can already hear them,” she said to Max and Elisa. “This could be bad.”

      Some people ran breathlessly up the Rad, darting into housing units to inform their friends and relatives about the unrest in the Agora. Others emerged like zombies from their units, unclear what the fuss was about.

      Maggie had only personally seen two and a half fights in her entire life, but they didn’t have even a whiff of real danger. This did. She worried about her parents.

      As they crossed Arc 2, the ever-present hum that textured their entire lives abruptly stopped, and the Dome fell silent. Everyone on the Rad slowed to a stop and gazed upward, their worried faces cast in artificial moonlight.

      “Shit,” Maggie said. “Cytocorp just killed the Exchangers.”

      KraaaAANG! KraaAANG! Klaxons blared from the roof, echoing throughout the Dome.

      “CO2 alarm,” she finished. On realizing what this meant, she smiled.

      “That’s … good?” Max asked, confused.

      “Everyone’s heading into the Towers,” she said. “That should interrupt the shouting match, at least.”

      The protocol for a CO2 alarm was to head for the Towers. The Stores were a last resort. That got drilled into them practically since birth.

      “Max, slight change of plans. Once you convince Carpenter, have him wait until everyone’s in the Towers. The sun’ll be high by then. We’ll find you later.”

      He gave a stiff nod, kissed Elisa on the cheek, and ran off toward the Authority to find Carpenter.

      “You have to convince him, Max!” Maggie called after him.

      “I will!” he hollered back over his shoulder.
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      Two hours later, Maggie and Elisa stood along the inside railing of level 2, Tower 5, giving them an unobstructed view of the Authority. Maggie’s real muster point was level 22, Tower 3, but that didn’t matter anymore.

      The rest of the level was only half full of Elders, their stooped shoulders and shuffling gaits painful reminders of a lifetime of manual labor. No one paid her and Elisa any mind.

      The faint, indistinct circle of the sun had already climbed above the support wall. Hopefully Max had found Carpenter by now, because only stragglers were still making their way into the Towers.

      As she hoped, the confrontation outside the Stores had broken up. She’d seen a few shoves here and there, but everyone seemed too freaked out to argue.

      Elisa gasped and pointed toward the Authority. “Look!”

      Maggie leaned over the railing, squinting to see. Max and someone in a blue uniform were talking animatedly at the foot of the Authority steps.

      “Is that Carpenter?” Maggie asked, squinting.

      “I think so.”

      Carpenter’s arms were folded tightly across his chest. After a few moments, he stole into the boxy utility building nearby, leaving Max waiting outside.

      “Holy shit, I think he’s doing it,” Maggie said excitedly. “He’s really doing it! Come on!”

      She and Elisa wound between rows of fat, bushy-headed carrots to the outside railing. As they made their way, a murmur rippled through the Towers from the top down.

      “It’s happening!” Elisa said. “It’s getting brighter.”

      Only a handful of Elders stood along the railing, but they’d already noticed a change in the light and craned their necks up toward the Apex. A circle of deep blue sky and the clear outline of a cirrus cloud was already visible at the top, which began to open like an aperture.

      “Is that the shield?” asked Elisa.

      “Yes,” Maggie said, her heart pounding.

      At the first sight of blue sky, many along the outsides bolted to the center of the level and deployed their blankets. Nobody knew what to do if the Exchangers and the shield failed at the same time. For some, including her parents, it would seem like the world was ending.

      But Maggie knew it was only just beginning.

      Through wispy clouds, the corona of the raw, unfiltered sun peeked out from the edge of the widening aperture. Maggie shielded her eyes from its searing brightness, her irises sluggish to adjust, but didn’t look away.

      From the corner of her eye, a green treetop. As the UV fluid receded, it revealed the light brown top of a distant hill, portions of its slopes lush and verdant with bushes and evergreens. She tapped Elisa’s arm and pointed.

      “Look there.”

      Her gray-blue eyes watched the hazy white shield drain lower still, revealing a line of other hills stretching off in the distance. They couldn’t see the land below, but judging by the gasps overhead, it was equally impressive.

      There was no Burn. Not here, anyway. The Phage was right. Technically, so was AI-Guthrie. And so was she.

      Elisa beamed at Maggie. “Holy shit! Maggie!”

      Maggie took her hand and cried tears of joy. “Everything is about to change.”
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      Every holoscreen was on when Sharpe stormed into the Ops Center, casting the entire room in crisp electronic light. Ordinarily, it lent an air of excitement, like mission control in old footage of space launches, but this wasn’t exciting — it was embarrassing.

      Brunch with the internationals began in half an hour. If they looked out their window, they’d see a wall of twenty thousand people marching down Avenue 0 toward the Spire. As he scanned the feeds from around the city, he realized the mob advancing on Cytocity was one of dozens.

      Prima was engaged in a hushed conversation with General Gonzales, who had replaced Aramor and now commanded the Charlies of Division C. He approached Sharpe with Prima in tow as he scowled at the displays.

      “What’s going on?” Sharpe hissed, his eyes darting between them.

      “We’re not exactly s–” began Gonzales.

      Sharpe cut him off. “Sorry, General, I was asking Prima. Excuse us.”

      Gonzales fielded a question from one of the Techs as Sharpe pulled Prima roughly aside.

      “What the fuck?!” he hissed.

      “A copy of the internet got into the Reach and propagated quickly, along with other sensitive information. The Globalists know everything.”

      His face felt hot. “How is that possible?”

      “It seems the Ph–”

      He silenced her with his hand, wincing. “No. Don’t say it.”

      “Sir, if I may?” injected Gonzales. He lacked Aramor’s edge but was every bit as itchy on the trigger, and his men respected him. Sharpe raised his eyebrows expectantly. “We’ve established a ten-sector perimeter. They can’t get near the Spire.”

      “Are they armed?”

      “Not as far as we can tell.”

      “What the hell are they planning to do? Yell at us?”

      “It’s a distraction,” declared Prima. “Where’s Gabriel?”

      Of course. Gabriel didn’t come on his own volition. That scheming little bitch Noviah put him up to it. But where was she?

      However she’d done it, sneaking information into the Reach was a huge risk. It meant the Phage was desperate. Somehow, she’d eluded the satellites only to show herself now. He could stop Gabe … or follow him straight to her and the Phage.

      Sharpe locked eyes with Gonzales. “Pull the identities of everyone in that mob. Shut it down, but quietly. No concussors. Comprende?”

      He puffed out his chest. “Yes, sir.”

      “And prep the Centipede. We’re moving the summit to the Tasker facility. Prima will brief you.”

      Gonzales nodded and instructed one of the lieutenants to prep the aircraft. Sharpe abruptly about-faced and strode out the door as Prima followed after him down the hall.

      “Where are you going?”

      “To find Gabriel.”

      “I’ll shut down the Vacupods,” she said.

      “Actually, don’t.”

      She tilted her head. “I don’t understand.”

      “You said the only way Noviah could get into the Reach was from the Conduit, right?”

      “You want to follow him.”

      “Make it convincing. They need to think they’re one step ahead.”

      “Then what?”

      “Then remind our friends at the Phage colony of the bargain they made. Bring Gabriel, Noviah, and Owen to the Tasker facility. Kill the rest. This ends now.”
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      The Vacupod platform stood empty. If the Globalist situation got bad enough, High Execs would evacuate to the retreat in the mountains, in which case pods would be scarce. Gabe wondered whether his father would abandon ship so readily.

      He threw off Stephen’s blanket and carefully loaded the bags of Agar into a pod, then pushed the wheelchair beside it. On detecting the pod, the robotic chair positioned itself beside one of the seats so they were touching. It lowered Stephen directly into the seat with no help from Gabe.

      Not knowing what might await them on the other end, he figured he should bring the chair, just in case. He found a button with a diagram that depicted folding and pressed it. Sure enough, the chair folded down small enough for him to pick it up and load into the pod.

      A small noise came from behind him. The elevator took off through and disappeared through the ceiling. Someone was coming for him.

      “Whup. Time to go.”

      Gabe climbed inside with Stephen, closed the door, and set his destination as Lakeland. Once he was pointed east out of the city, the rest was out of his hands.

      He glanced anxiously up at the camera in the cabin, hoping Novi was watching. Cytocorp surely was, too, but that didn’t matter now. He hit the launch button and motors beneath eased the pod forward into the chamber. An external camera view displayed a wide view of the platform, which he watched intently. Once the chamber sealed, the trip couldn’t be aborted.

      Halfway into the chamber, he saw the bottom of the elevator appear through the transparent enclosure. The door opened and his father stepped out. He had plenty of time to abort the pod’s launch, but he didn’t. He just stood there, watching, as Gabe and Stephen entered the chamber.

      The sharp hiss of air signaled the chamber’s de-pressurization, and the magnets in the tube activated, suspending the pod in their field. Gabe kept watching the feed from the platform, worried what his father’s inaction might mean.

      The hiss stopped and the forward launch door opened to the tube. Just as the pod began to move, his father pivoted and returned to the elevator.
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      “Holy shit, Gabe’s in the Conduit!” Spencer exclaimed, eyes fixed on his device as he stood, grinning. “And he’s got your dad.”

      A wave of emotion surged through Owen. It was hard enough to convince himself his father was really alive, let alone rocketing toward him through a vacuum tube at the speed of sound.

      He rushed over to Spencer and looked at the feed from the pod’s interior camera. Indeed, Gabe and his father were inside.

      If he survived the trip, Owen would be eager to learn what happened to him and why. Why was he so emaciated and weak? Why couldn’t he speak? What did he remember?

      But those questions would have to wait. Even if they got Gabe and his father out, they still had the gundrones to deal with.

      “How far out?” asked Owen.

      “Forty clicks,” Spencer replied. “Two minutes.”

      Owen helped Novi to her feet. They stood on opposite sides of the emergency access hatch while Spencer hooked one arm around a metal support.

      “Once I open the valves, it’ll suck everything in while the bulkheads seal the section. I don’t know how strong it’ll be, but we shouldn’t take any chances.”

      Owen and Novi both chose their own supports to grab, facing each other.

      “Thirty seconds,” Spencer said, tightening his grip on the big switch that would break the vacuum and seal off a five-kilometer section of the tube.

      Owen’s heart pounded in his chest as he tried to control his breathing. He gave Novi a warm smile. “To family reunions.”

      “He just passed the bulkhead.” Spencer took a deep breath and blew it out through his mouth. “Showtime.”

      He triggered the valves. Owen’s eyes snapped shut, and he muttered a prayer in hopes this worked.

      As promised, alarms began to blare as valves opened all along the tube’s length like a flute, noisily sucking air from inside to fill the space and tugging at Owen’s hair and clothes. His ears popped painfully as the pressure equalized but he couldn’t cover them without letting go. Novi pressed her face to the bracket with her eyes tightly shut.

      Under the hatch, the grind of metal on metal built to an earsplitting shriek as friction worked to slow the pod. It rocketed past like a screaming banshee, spewing plumes of hot sparks up through the open valves.

      Just as quickly as air got sucked into the tube, it abruptly stopped.

      “You can let go now,” said Spencer.

      Owen and Novi reluctantly released their grips on the bracket. “My ears …”

      “Just keep yawning. Come on, let’s open the access hatch.”

      Spencer and Owen crouched beside the circular hatch a meter wide along the side of the tube. A stern warning stenciled over the heavy door said not to open it during operation. Owen worked the handle, still yawning to clear his ears, and swung it open.

      Thick, acrid, smoke billowed out, sending all three of them into a brief coughing fit before it got sucked into vents along the top. They fetched their headlamps and flicked them on, then threw the packs back over their shoulders.

      Novi was first to poke her head inside. After a quick glance in both directions, she climbed in.

      “Are you coming?” Owen asked Spencer.

      He glanced at Spencer, who said, “Go. I’ll stay out here.”

      Owen eased himself in after her, then hurried to catch up. Ring-shaped magnets normally kept the pods hovering, accelerating them to blinding speed in the vacuum, but now they bore scorch marks from the heat of the Vacupod skidding past.

      She took off at a trot down the Vacupod tube and he gave chase. After what he figured to be half a kilometer, Novi turned back, shining her light straight in his eyes.

      “I see it!” she said.

      The pod had come to rest as though parked in the tube. A bit of smoke still rose from the underside.

      As they approached, the seam along the rear emergency hatch of the silver pod cracked open and it swung out toward them. Gabe’s head appeared over the top as it lowered all the way. He shielded his eyes and grimaced.

      “Get those lights out of my face!”

      Novi laughed and ran to him, wrapping him in a big hug. “Gabe, I’m so goddamned happy to see you!”

      “You, too,” he said, patting her back. She released him and he saw Owen behind her. “Hey, I know you.”

      He stepped forward to hug him as well, then bent down to see inside. His father was strapped into one of the swiveling seats beside his folded wheelchair. This time, the recognition was unmistakable.

      “Owen?” he croaked, his voice barely above a whisper.

      He brushed away a tear. “Yeah, Dad, it’s me.”

      “I come bearing gifts,” Gabe said, reaching behind him into the small cargo area. He picked up an oblong bag full of pale blue liquid and held it out to Novi.

      Her face lit up as she gasped in delight. “Holy shit.” She yanked it from his hands and brought it into the light. “Two liters!”

      “There’s five more just like it.” Gabe grinned, clearly pleased with himself.

      Novi couldn’t have been more excited. She put the tube between her lips and released the stopcock, taking the Agar in big, desperate gulps.

      “Mmmmm …” she said, closing it off. “My god, that’s so good. Gabe, you’re my goddamned hero.”

      She removed her pack and shoved the bags inside. Owen set his down beside hers, leaving her to pack them up.

      “Did anyone see you?” Owen asked Gabe, giving his father a reassuring smile. He appeared quite confused, which was certainly understandable under the circumstances.

      “Dad got to the platform just as we entered the launch chamber. I’m sure he knew it was me.”

      Owen grimaced. “Then we’d better hurry. Dad, we’re gonna get you out, okay?”

      Gabe pulled the chair out of the pod and activated it. Owen watched with fascination as it unfolded, then crawled inside to undo his father’s restraints. Working together, they eased him out into the chair, then swung him around.

      When Owen picked up his pack again, it was twice as heavy. A corner of an Agar bag poked out the top. “That’s all of it?”

      “Yep,” Novi said, throwing her pack on with ease. “Let’s boogie.”

      Up ahead, Spencer’s head poked through the hatch. “Come on!”

      The thin, electronic whoop whoop of the alarm grew louder as they approached.

      “Gabe said Sharpe saw him leave,” Owen said.

      “All the more reason to hurry.” He climbed inside to help.

      Owen lifted him free of the chair so Spencer could remove it, then Novi took his legs. They carried him through the breed and got him back in the chair. All the while, his eyes peeled wide as though he wasn’t sure what was happening or why.

      They hurried back to where they’d entered, and Spencer quietly eased the hatch open. The buzz of gundrones came flowing through.

      “I’ll signal Bruce. Get ready.”

      He dropped down and squatted, crawling out from under the Conduit as far as he dared, then flashed his headlamp up at the ridge where Bruce awaited. Meanwhile, Owen and Novi worked to get his father and the chair out. Owen closed the hatch and joined the others along the underside of the structure, their eyes fixed anxiously on the ridge.

      “Once the rig stops, I’ll blow the EMP. That should buy us enough time to get in. Do NOT break cover until I give the word.”

      Owen nodded and patted his dad on the shoulder. “Hang in there, Dad.”

      They remained crouched under the Conduit for a couple minutes while the buzzing continued overhead. The pitch of the gundrones’ whirring motors shifted and a formation of several dozen took off toward the ridge. As they did, a billowing trail of dust appeared from behind the rig. It launched over the edge at full speed, taking out a handful of gundrones before landing gracefully on the downslope.

      The cloud of gundrones pivoted and gave chase while others from further down raced toward it to join the fray.

      For a few tense seconds, it appeared the rig would smash right into them, but it turned at the last moment and skidded to a perfect stop a few meters away, a cloud of gritty dust washing over them.

      The front door flew open and a gray-haired, wild-eyed man Owen had never seen leaned out. Bruce’s face was visible in the passenger seat.

      “Get in!” the man yelled.

      As the gundrones gathered into a tighter formation, preparing to unleash hell on the rig, Spencer readied his device.

      “Okay, Dad,” Owen muttered, gathering his father into his arms, ready to spring. “This is it.”

      “Hurry!” hollered the man.

      The cloud of gundrones unloaded into the rig, bullets ricocheting off the Conduit and raising little puffs of dust from the ground nearby.

      “Spencer …” Novi breathed.

      “Here goes nothing.” Spencer tapped his screen.

      Owen expected a sound, but none came. Even so, a mass of gundrones dropped straight out of the sky at once, landing with a series of heavy thuds all around the rig. A couple bounced off the roof.

      “Let’s go!” Spencer shouted.

      Owen dashed out from under the Conduit with his father in his arms while Novi raced ahead to open the door. Spencer practically leapt inside and reached down to haul in Owen’s father. Once he was inside, Gabe tossed the chair in ahead of him and vaulted up the ladder.

      “Behind you!” cried Novi.

      Owen whirled. A a single gundrone bore down on them, well ahead of the next wave. It must have escaped the EMP somehow. Before he could react, Novi picked up a downed drone, spun herself around, and heaved it into the one overhead just as it was about to riddle them with holes. It spun off and crashed into the dirt, spinning in a circle.

      “Get in!” she cried.

      He scrambled up the ladder then reached back to pull her up. Every gundrone in sight now streaked toward them, gathering into a formation that would soon encircle them in a storm of hot lead.

      Novi pulled the door closed with a sharp clang.

      “Go!” she screamed.

      The rig took off like a shot just as a symphony of bullets slammed into them from all directions leaving pointy little dents in the metal. Owen’s father hugged his legs in one of the seats, terrified.

      “Straps and helmets!” the driver barked. “This could get bumpy.”

      Owen strapped his father in and secured his helmet, then got himself squared away. All the while, bullets pummeled them like hail.

      “Fancy meeting you here,” Spencer remarked to the driver.

      “I run an idiot-saving service,” he said drolly. “Keeps me busy.”

      They angled southeast, putting as much distance between them and the Conduit as possible. Owen could tell by the whine of the engine that the rig’s speed was maxed out. A few long minutes later, the rain of bullets tapered off.

      “They won’t stray far from the Conduit,” he said. “I think we’re out of the woods.”

      “Thanks, but who the hell are you?” Owen asked, blinking.

      “Coleman Dillard,” he said over his shoulder. “Pleased to meet ya.”
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      As Coleman promised, the gundrones only pursued them another few minutes before returning to the Conduit. They angled southeast, hugging the tree line as best they could.

      Owen’s dad faded in and out of consciousness, clearly depleted from his ordeal, but at least he recognized him.

      As he drove, Coleman brought them up to speed. His broadcast concerned an underground facility seventy-five kilometers northeast of their colony. They rarely ventured that far, but the river level had dropped noticeably over the past few months and a team rode up to investigate.

      They discovered an intact hydroelectric dam, lightly patrolled, with lights that proved it was generating power. A steady stream of Scorpions and Centipedes flew back and forth from Pacifica.

      Knowing the Company as he did, Coleman decided to contact Dillard. He didn’t know he was dead until Bruce broke it to him earlier that day.

      Phage Five took refuge in a nearby cave prior to the broadcast. As expected, Biodrones detected the signal and converged on the area, turning the transmitter to ash. Before long, a whole platoon of Charlies swooped in. When they found the colony empty, they ransacked it looking for supplies and weapons and burned it all down. They didn’t find the cave, but Coleman’s people had been holed up there for weeks now.

      The Conduit was in Phage Five’s backyard, and Coleman knew the dangers better than anyone. When one of his scouts spotted the dust from the rig, Coleman rode out to investigate and found Bruce waiting on the ridge. Since he knew the area so well, he insisted on driving and promised they’d circle back to collect the horses.

      He hadn’t seen his younger brother — “Dilly,” as Coleman called him — since he rode Hayou up to Phage Five seven years ago. Coleman had since made an even longer trek east, across the plains, to visit Phage Eight on the western bank of Mississippi.

      Halfway back, he lost his horse to coyotes and had to cover the remaining six hundred kilometers on foot across the Northern Rockies. His casual description of the ordeal was a marvel to Owen, who couldn’t help but contrast it with his own experience in the wilderness. What he and the survivors of Dome Six had gone through seemed comically mild by comparison.

      Without being able to communicate otherwise, this was always the plan to keep the colonies together — riding east every five or six years to make sure their fragile network was still intact. According to Coleman, it was.

      “As far as I know, the eastern Phage is alive and kicking,” he said. “Atlantica and Easton have been exiling people left and right. Eventually, they find us.”

      “Do they know about Hopper?” Owen asked.

      He barked a laugh. “There can’t be ten people left in the Seam who know that name. How do you?”

      “He was my great-great grandfather.”

      Coleman’s shocked expression was apparent even with his back to Owen.

      He turned to Bruce wearing a doubtful look. “Is this kid for real?”

      Bruce smiled like a child with a juicy secret. “We’ve got the compound.”

      “You’re shittin’ me.”

      “Hopper stored his research in his own DNA. Somehow, it got passed down to Owen. Hopper’s his great-great grandfather.”

      “And it works?” he asked excitedly. “It actually works?”

      Spencer said, “Yes, but not on the new Synth.” His eyes met Novi, who looked away. The experience of her biopsy still haunted her.

      “New Synth?” asked Coleman.

      Spencer brought Coleman up to speed on what new evil Cytocorp had been working on along with their theory of how Stephen Welsh fit into the picture.

      Coleman shook his head in disbelief. “Sounds like he’s lucky to be alive. But why keep him there if all they needed was his DNA?”

      Gabe cleared his throat. “I might know something about that.” He suddenly looked nervous as all eyes swung to him.

      “What?” asked Owen.

      “The Company solved artificial consciousness. I think they used your dad to do it.”

      Spencer gasped audibly. “Are you serious?”

      “I saw the Taskers. Dad has one who looks and acts human but is controlled by CAINN. He calls her Prima.”

      “Leave it to Garrett,” muttered Novi. “I’m guessing she — er, it is ridiculously hot?”

      “Um … I mean …” Gabe began, his face reddening. Novi rolled her eyes.

      “Okay, but what’s it got to do with my dad?” Owen asked.

      “He said something about a template,” said Gabe.

      Some big realization fell over Spencer. “Of course. That’s why he’s so messed up.”

      “Why?” Novi asked, her brow furrowed.

      “They must’ve based the Taskers’ consciousness on him. Sentience would have to be grounded in a basic ontological framework.”

      “English, Spence,” said Owen.

      Spencer gave a frustrated grumble, then animatedly explained, “Sentience is only possible if your brain can grasp that it exists — in other words, consciousness. I’ll bet they based the Tasker’s consciousness on your dad.”

      Owen only half followed this, but plainly, Cytocorp had used his father as a lab rat. Images of skull drills and probes played across his brain, and he couldn’t push them away.

      “But there are like ten jillion people in Pacifica,” he protested. “Why him?”

      Spencer shrugged. “I dunno. Something to do with how you lived in the Domes, maybe — the work ethic, the hierarchy, the discipline. If I was making synthetics that did nothing but work, you could do worse than someone from the Domes. No offense.”

      “Shit,” Coleman said, pointing to the rear display. “We’ve got company.”

      Their eyes swiveled toward it. An aircraft outlined in red was approaching fast. Owen knew the sinister shape well by now.

      A Scorpion.

      He’d seen firsthand in the Skel what they could do to a rig. The armor could protect them from the drones’ small guns, but the Scorpions’ more powerful armaments would rip them to pieces. They needed real cover.

      “Hang on!” Coleman yelled, and jerked the stick left.

      The sudden jolt caused Owen’s restraints to dig sharply into his shoulder.

      “What’s the plan?” Spencer asked Coleman, his voice rising in pitch.

      “There’s a deep canyon up here. It should give us some extra cover.”

      The Scorpion was almost on top of them. Coleman swerved erratically as he urged the rig toward the mouth of the canyon. A flash came from the Scorpion and the ground to their right exploded, the force of the shockwave jolting them hard to the left as dirt and rocks peppered the side.

      Coleman straightened out the rig just as another blast struck behind them, pitching them forward as they barreled into the boulder-strewn canyon. They couldn’t maintain much speed in here, but it the steep walls and sharp turns forced the Scorpion higher. It climbed, firing shot after shot into the rocks all around them, showering them in debris. Their aim couldn’t possibly be this bad.

      “Why haven’t they hit us?” asked Spencer.

      “Garrett wouldn’t risk hurting Gabe,” said Novi. “They must have orders to capture us.”

      To the right, Owen spotted the remnants of an old trail or jeep road that clung to the side of the canyon.

      He pointed to it. “There! Take that trail!”

      Coleman shook his head. “That takes us closer to the Scorp.”

      “Exactly!” hollered Owen as another missile exploded the ground to their left.

      Spencer and Coleman exchanged a sly grin as they understood what he meant.

      “It could work,” said Spencer with a shrug.

      “All right. Hang on,” said Coleman, expertly weaving between boulders and trees to get closer to the canyon wall.

      As soon as it opened up, he jerked the stick toward the narrow trail, which was hardly wider than the rig. The Scorpion continued its menacing hover but paused the attack.

      Coleman’s thumb hovered over the jump button. Owen and the others cinched themselves down as tightly as possible.

      Just as they reached the rim of the canyon, Coleman jumped the rig.

      It rocketed upward, slamming into the underside of the Scorpion with explosive force. The front display blinked out and the rig tilted left as it dropped back to earth. The steep slope sent them barreling sideways, gathering speed as they tumbled helplessly back into the canyon.

      This was it. He and his friends were going to die. His soft, fragile body would be crushed like a beet in the cruel gears of the multimeal processor. They’d come so close, too. Cytocorp won. Mostly, he was just sorry. So, so sorry for all he’d failed to do.

      The last thing he saw was Novi hanging upside-down mid-roll, her helmet nearly touching the crumpled roof, and then everything went black.
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      Even as the rig tumbled violently into the canyon, Novi never lost consciousness. Every jarring crunch found her ears, and each boulder they caromed off rattled her bones. At some point, the rig’s display blinked out, filling the cabin with darkness until rows of white LED emergency lights flicked on.

      A moment later, their barrel roll came to a violent end against something large and unyielding, followed by near silence. The rig had come to rest on its right side. A faint drip drip might be blood.

      She was flat on her back in the jump seat, restraints still fastened tightly across her chest. Owen and Stephen were directly above her in the dim glow of the emergency lights, arms and legs hanging down like marionettes in a cabinet. Gabe was beside her, not moving. Under her, the leveling system whined ineffectually as it tried to level the rig.

      She released the buckles across her chest and hips, then slid her fingers up to Gabe’s carotid. His pulse was weak, but steady. She patted his cheek.

      “Gabe, can you hear me?”

      Nothing. She drove her knuckle into his solar plexus and his eyes popped open.

      “Ow!”

      “Can you hear me?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Are you hurt?”

      “I don’t think so,” he said, inspecting his body. “What happened?”

      “We crashed. See if you can wake up Spencer.”

      She reached overhead to Owen’s limp hand and felt for his pulse. It was weaker than Gabe’s. Blood was quickly pooling in his extremities. She gave his cheek a couple hard pats and his eyes fluttered open.

      “There you are,” she said, smiling up at him.

      Spencer, who was seated behind Bruce, shifted in his seat and groaned.

      “He’s awake,” Gabe said.

      “Good. I’ll try the back door.”

      Novi crept back to the rear door. She gave it a shove, but it stopped after only a couple centimeters.

      “Damnit,” she muttered. “Gabe, work on the door then help get these two down.”

      Owen turned his head toward his father. “Dad? Dad!”

      “Check his pulse,” Novi said. “We need to get him down. Spencer, a little help, please?”

      “Coming ...” he mumbled

      They crawled past each other as Novi made her way to the front. The roof had crumpled in on them like a can, making the cabin even smaller. Still, they’d gotten lucky. There couldn’t have been five centimeters of air between it and Owen’s helmet.

      She traced the dripping sound to the packs, which hadn’t been properly stowed behind the front seats. The bag sticking out of Owen’s pack was slick with the syrupy substance, as she discovered on touching it.

      Mercifully, the other Agar bags appeared intact. She surreptitiously licked the Agar from her fingers, then turned the bag upside-down so it wouldn’t keep leaking.

      Bruce groaned in pain as she poked her head between the seats.

      “Bruce, you all right up there?”

      “I think my shoulder’s dislocated.”

      “What about Coleman?”

      “His chest is moving,” Bruce responded. “But the door’s caved in by his legs. I think he might be hurt.”

      She shook Coleman’s shoulder. “Coleman, can you hear me? Coleman!”

      No response. She pressed her thumb hard into his sternum, and he gasped awake, wincing.

      “How you doing, big guy?”

      “My leg …” he muttered.

      She shone her light down. The door was cratered, sandwiching his legs between it and the center console. Judging by the unnatural way his left leg canted inward at the knee, it was shattered. Without a Synth, that posed a big problem. Visions of traveling clots and sepsis raced through her mind. The lack of blood suggested it wasn’t cut, so that was something.

      “Okay, sit tight. I’m working on getting us out. Um … Bruce, keep talking to him,” she ordered.

      “Here. Help me undo this.” She reached across him and opened the buckle in the middle of his chest. “Thanks.”

      While Bruce distracted Coleman, Gabe lay on his back with his feet on the door, grabbing beefy metal handles to either side for leverage. He gave it a hard shove, opening a promising crack, then pulled his legs back up slammed his feet into the door.

      Crack. Again. Crack.

      Half a dozen big kicks later, it had opened wide enough for him to slip through, ushering welcome late-afternoon light into the cabin.

      “Atta boy! Any sign of the Scorp?” she asked.

      He shielded his eyes from the sun and scanned the horizon. “There’s a bunch of black smoke to the east.”

      “In the canyon or up top?”

      “I can’t tell.”

      “I need this door open wider.”

      “I’ll try,” he said, pulling branches out of the way.

      Behind her, Spencer had helped Owen free himself, leaving only Stephen hanging upside-down. Owen unweighted him so Spencer could undo his buckle, then lowered him down.

      “Okay, let’s get him out next,” said Novi. “Gabe, how’s the door coming?”

      He swung it open as far as it would go, just shy of perpendicular. “Without a big-ass saw, this is it.”

      It would have to do. She grabbed Stephen under the arms and dragged him back to the door. Gabe bent down and took his wrists.

      “Okay, I’ve got him.”

      “Be gentle. He could have internal injuries. Actually, we all could.”

      Gabe pulled Stephen out the door and free of the rig. “What do I do with him?”

      “Find a level spot to lay him down. Elevate his feet while you’re at it.”

      He dragged Stephen away while she turned back toward Owen.

      “Is he okay?” Owen asked.

      “I think so, but I need your help with Bruce and Coleman. Spencer, go help Gabe. Take a rifle with you.”

      Spencer did as instructed, extricating himself with an assist from Gabe as he returned to the rig.

      Together, Novi and Owen helped Bruce crawl out between the front seats, doing their best to keep pressure off his right shoulder. He made it through the door on his own.

      On to Coleman.

      This time, when she shone her headlamp down, he got a look at his own crushed leg. “Well, that’s not good,” he croaked.

      “Don’t look at that, look at me.”

      Owen opened the panel behind Coleman’s seat and removed the rig’s medkit. “What do you need?”

      “Something called Cytoset,” Novi said. “It should be in a bag. I need to set his leg the second we pull him free.”

      “On it.” He riffled through the contents, then handed her a skinny bag filled with gel. “Shouldn’t we set it first?”

      She shook her head. “There’s not enough room.” She leaned in next to Coleman’s ear. “Coleman, I can’t set your leg until we get you out, but we need all the help you can give us, okay?”

      “Okay.”

      She turned to Owen. “There should be an autoinjector in there, too.”

      He handed her the small injector. She verified that it contained a local anesthetic and crawled across Coleman, then pressed it quickly to his knee and pulled the trigger.

      “Ahh! Fuck!” he cried.

      “Sorry, nerve blocker. You ready? This is gonna hurt like hell.”

      “No.”

      “On three,” she said, her and Owen each hooking their arms under his. “One … two … three!”

      They pulled while Coleman pushed with his good leg. With a mighty effort, his lower left leg slipped free of where it was pinched.

      “Aighhh!” he cried.

      “Okay, okay, you’re free,” she said. “Now just hold still for two seconds while I set it.”

      His injured leg lay across the driver’s seat. Novi grabbed the bag of Cytoset, leaned over the seat back, and wrapped it around his knee. She pulled the tab, and it instantly expanded around his leg before hardening solid.

      “You good?” she asked.

      He sucked in air through his teeth. “Never better.”

      “Why’s this hunk of junk still on its side?” Novi asked.

      “The leveling system must be hosed.”

      “Can we fix the display?”

      “I don’t know.”

      With considerable effort, she and Owen eased him back to the door where Gabe and Spencer were waiting. It took all four of them to get the big man clear of the rig and carry him over next to Stephen and Bruce. They propped him against a large boulder, then fell back onto the ground, panting from the effort.

      They weren’t out of the woods yet. For all she knew, Charlies were on their way. Novi returned to the rig to retrieve her Agar.

      After hauling out their packs and remaining weapons, she searched the compartments and found emergency supplies like reflective blankets, cord, headlamps, a firestarter, and water filters. Until they could flip it upright and get it working, this little camp would have to do.

      “Coleman, how far are we from your colony?” she asked.

      “Not too far. Ten clicks, maybe.”

      “Will your people come looking for us?” she asked.

      “They’d better.”

      Stephen’s eyes roamed about them while he muttered to himself.

      “He’s really out of it,” Owen said grimly, crouching in front of him.

      “He got rattled around pretty good. Whatever’s in his system isn’t helping.”

      Owen stroked Stephen’s hair, which seemed to comfort him. By the time Gabe returned with wood for their fire, his eyes had closed, his fingers occasionally twitching as he fell into a fitful sleep.

      “What about the Scorpion?” Owen asked, nodding toward the plume of smoke in the distance.

      “Right now, I think we’re safer here.”

      “How did you throw that gundrone?”

      It all happened so fast she didn’t give it a moment’s thought. It was just pure reaction. But a belly full of Agar made her feel nearly invincible. Between that and the adrenaline, apparently it gave her quite a boost.

      “I don’t know, I just did. Did it look cool?” she flashed a grin.

      “Yeah. But it also scared the hell out of me.”
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      Once Dome Five’s shield began to drop, many people hid under their blankets or scrambled for the middle of their level to hide from the light. And, considering what they’d grown up hearing about a shield failure, it was hard to blame them.

      But not Maggie McGann.

      As the last of the cloudy fluid dropped below the support wall, revealing a mostly cloudless blue sky and the tips of distant trees and hills, she felt only gratitude. A flock of birds flew overhead in a V formation, sending gasps rippling through the crowd. Whoever cowered from it and closed their eyes missed a moment she’d remember until the end of her days.

      Stunned silence followed. With the Exchangers off and the Towers in a collective state of awe, it was quieter than ever. Oh, what she would’ve given to see the look on Guthrie’s face!

      Around and above her, conversations that began as murmurs built to a roar. The people who ran and hid eventually peeked out from the corner of their blankets and tentatively shuffled to the railings.

      Though Maggie was held rapt by the scene, the whole point was to force the Authority’s hand. Once they did, she’d reconnect with Aaron. Neither she nor anyone else knew how long before CO2 levels became toxic but herding everyone into the Stores would take hours. They didn’t have time to waste.

      She and Elisa ran off toward the Authority. They reached Max and Director Carpenter at nearly the same time that Guthrie appeared from the direction of Tower 1, his face flushed.

      Once he saw them, he marched directly to Maggie, who stood with her hip out and her arms crossed.

      “I, ah … it seems I owe you an apology, Miss McGann.”

      Maggie paused to savor the moment, and was tempted to agree out loud, but thought better of it. Pettiness was what set this whole thing back.

      “That doesn’t matter now. But I’m gonna need my tablet back.”
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      Carpenter’s team did everything they knew to restart the Exchangers, but whatever the Company did to shut them down apparently couldn’t be overridden.

      Guthrie and the Council made a plan. Tower workers would collect as much as they could from mature plants while Carpenter’s staff opened up the Emergency Command Center and prepared the Stores. Everyone else was told to fill their ration bottles, grab what useful belongings they could carry, and return to the Agora.

      Maggie decided to wait in the Authority with Max and Elisa. In the meantime, Guthrie retrieved her tablet from the locked drawer in his office and invited her to use the Council chambers to try and contact Aaron.

      When she powered up her tablet and navigated back to the screen where her ongoing conversation with Aaron had taken place, she found an endless column of panicked messages from him along the lines of WHERE THE HELL ARE YOU???

      She scrolled to the end of the thread and typed.

      I’m back.

      The reply came instantly. WHAT THE FUCK?

      Exchanger shut off. CO2 drill. Had to drop the shield. Moving everyone down now.

      YOU LOST A LOT OF TIME.

      What do we do now?

      KILL MACROS.

      You know how?

      INSTRUCTIONS IN YOUR FILES.

      She read through the new file. Much of it was over her head, but she got the broad strokes. The Phage had a formula for a compound that could safely destroy the Macros, but to treat a hundred thousand people would require fifty liters of the stuff, less if they diluted it slightly.

      To get there, the Bioprinting lab would have to make a special synthetic yeast to produce the compound. With all the bioreactors going, they could produce eight to ten liters per day once they ramped up.

      She passed the tablet to Carpenter to read the instructions himself. When he finished, she, Max, and Elisa followed him into the Stores. He headed straight to the Bioprinting lab and told them he’d find them later in the ECC.

      Maggie knew her way around the Stores but never saw it anything like this. Normally empty aisles and corridors now teemed with people, many of whom hadn’t been down there since they were kids. As she and Elisa descended the steps with Guthrie and the rest of the Council, she felt almost important.
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      The next day brought a flurry of activity. People streamed into the Agora with their things, waiting their turn while Tower workers carried crates of fresh fruit and vegetables into the freight elevators. A team of medics confirmed the presence of the death Macros and collected samples while the Bioprinting lab cranked out synthetic yeast.

      Citizens were grouped alphabetically by last name in order to keep families in close proximity and make it easier to find loved ones or friends. Maggie found her family among a host of other “M’s” near the Boneyard where old electronic junk was stored. They’d seen her abrupt broadcast earlier, sending her mother into a tizzy, but she explained she was helping the Authority now and promised to return soon.

      She got back to the ECC at the same time as Elisa and Max, who had tracked down their own families. They waited inside a few hours before Carpenter came through the door trailing a woman Maggie recognized as a senior Medic. She carried an autoinjector with faintly cloudy liquid inside.

      “The lab verified the formulation,” Carpenter announced. “Now we just have to test it.”

      She gazed up at him hesitantly. Something told her this would happen.

      “Mags, no,” warned Elisa.

      “It should be me. I trust Aaron.”

      She rolled up her sleeve. The Medic swabbed her deltoid with alcohol, pressed the tip of the injector into her skin, and pulled the trigger. Cold exploded into her like an icicle shot from a cannon. Then it spread, warming as it went. The others stared expectantly at her.

      “Anything?” asked Max.

      “I feel it spreading,” Maggie said. “It’s warm. Not bad at–”

      Warmth bloomed into searing heat, as though molten lava was surging into her veins. She closed her eyes and doubled over, thinking she might burst into flames.

      “Maggie, talk to us,” urged Max.

      “It’s hot,” she rasped.

      But no sooner had she spoken than the fire inside her began to subside. Whatever it did, it was done. The whole thing took three or four minutes.

      Next, Carpenter led her down the hall to the infirmary and blood lab. They made her rest for two hours before taking a sample, then reported that the Macros were indeed gone. The only foreign material left after spinning down her blood in a centrifuge was a tiny cluster of gold filaments several times thinner than a human hair.

      The Director of Health was concerned the Phage’s treatment could still sicken or kill people, but Guthrie rightly stated they’d run out of options. Either the Phage’s compound was going to save them, or it wasn’t.

      Guthrie approved the immediate, full-scale production of the compound. Bioprinting made more of the yeast while a small army of Technicians prepared the bioreactors.

      Maggie prayed they weren’t too late.
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      The canyon walls seemed to funnel the faintest breeze into a rushing river of wind whenever it picked up, making Novi wonder if a storm was approaching, but there were no clouds to herald such a thing. She climbed up on a boulder and peered back whence they came with the binoculars now and then to see if anyone was approaching, but no one came from Phage Five or anywhere else. Meanwhile, afternoon turned to evening, and the sun was nearly down.

      The underside of the rig rested against a meter-wide boulder that prevented the leveling system from righting it. The canyon held plenty of firewood, but most of it was too short or too crooked to work as a lever. After the first few pieces cracked immediately, Owen and Gabe went in search of something longer and heavier.

      Novi remained in camp looking after Coleman and Stephen, also checking frequently in the direction of the downed Scorpion. Surely, the Company knew it was down, yet there was no sign of them, either.

      Garrett watched Gabe leave from the Vacupod platform. He could’ve shut down the entire system if he wanted, but he didn’t. And if the Scorpion was sent to stop them, why hadn’t it? If getting Gabe back was the priority, why not send a whole squadron and surround them?

      Garrett was biding his time. But why?

      Coleman coughed and groaned behind her. She pivoted and rearranged the fire before kneeling at his side. After helping him with a sip of water, she tucked the thermal blanket closely about his neck. His entire body trembled, his face glistening with sweat.

      “I don’t suppose you’ve slept.”

      He chuckled. “Too much on my mind for that.”

      “How’s the leg?”

      “It’s only a dull throb.”

      “Hopefully Owen and Gabe find something to move that boulder so we can get out of here. Try to get some rest.” She started to get up, but his hand clamped over her wrist.

      “Stay a minute. I could use the distraction.”

      “Okay.”

      He released her and studied her a moment in the flickering firelight. “Bruce told me about you.”

      “Bruce is a dick.”

      A crooked grin crept across his face. Bruce snored softly on the other side of Stephen with his arm in a sling. “He always was.”

      “What did he say about me?”

      “That you’re fearless. And that you’ve been through the ringer.”

      Novi actively avoided thinking about her traumatic past, which explained why it sometimes forced its way into her dreams. The last thing she wanted was pity.

      “We all have.”

      “He also told me what happened to Dilly. That you were there.”

      Her eyes drifted down to the sand. “Yeah.”

      “How’d it go down?”

      She recounted the mission into the Burn. How they’d nearly died in the desert before infiltrating the facility. How Dillard bested Aramor atop the towers before succumbing to his wounds.

      “He’s the reason for all of this,” she said. “The good and the bad.”

      “He had charisma coming out his ears.”

      “Were you close?”

      “In our way.”

      “How’d you wind up out here?”

      “The Company got it in their heads that Dillard was building a militia. It was close enough to the truth. When they couldn’t find him, they came after our family. Only we didn’t know where the hell he was, either.” His eyes darkened. “I don’t know who gave the order, but  his wife and daughter turned up dead. As soon as I found out, I gave up my cushy network security job in Easton to find him.”

      “It’s none of my business, but what were their names?”

      “He told you about them?”

      “No — I mean, kind of.”

      “Lori was his wife. His daughter’s name was Phoebe.”

      Novi thought back to her dream about Dillard. It was oddly a relief to know he wasn’t an actual ghost, and that Gertrude and Ophelia were figments.

      “Did you deactivate your Synth?”

      “That came later. I was angry with Dilly. I needed to know what was so damn important in the Seam he’d walk away from his family.”

      Novi had only seen Dillard as the leader of the Phage. Until her dream, it never occurred to her he’d left anyone behind. He just struck her as a loner. But even in the dream’s otherwise conventional version of heaven, he was off on his own while his wife and daughter stayed at home. Maybe she’d picked up a vibe from him.

      “How’d you find him?”

      “By then, most Seam-dwellers knew who he was. They talked about him like he was some sort of genius. I come to find out he established these little communities near the Domes, which I didn’t even know still existed.

      “Anyway, I finally caught up with him outside a place called Cairo, near the confluence of the Mississippi and Ohio rivers.”

      “Dome Seven?”

      “That’s right. And I’ll never forget it. He was standing over a fire just like this, holding court, of course. When I came into the light, he looked he’d just seen a ghost. I said what I came to say, which was that Lori and Pheebs were dead, and it was his fault. I wish I hadn’t done it that way, but like I said, I was angry.”

      “Wow. Some reunion.”

      “He never forgave himself.”

      Maybe that explained her easy kinship with Dillard. They both knew what it was like to not have a family. His commitment to finding Hopper’s work and bringing down Cytocorp was, at least in part, a function of his guilt. Hers came from feeling worthless.

      “And you came along for the ride.”

      He nodded. “We set up Phage Seven and Eight, then picked up people as we headed west. By then, Dilly realized most of them didn’t care about his glorious revolution. They just wanted to be part of a community again. Bruce, Fran, and Spencer kept going, but I stayed here.”

      “How many are you now?”

      “Forty-three.”

      “Campus has fifty-two.”

      “True believers, all?”

      Novi smirked and shook her head. “Like you said, I think most of them just want to belong.”

      “But someone’s got to fight the good fight.”

      Novi gave a sad smile, for this described her to a tee. “I guess so.”

      A crack came from behind her, but not from the fire. She whirled, eyes darting back and forth as she swept her rifle back and forth across the shrubs. Even the most inexperienced Charlie cadet could get the drop on them here. Owen and Gabe had taken off in the opposite direction an hour earlier.

      “Bruce, wake up,” she hissed. “We’ve got company.”

      He popped awake and fumbled for his rifle, eyes darting toward the sound. Another crunch came, this time right on top of them.

      Her index finger tensed around the trigger. She was full of Agar and ready to grease the first thing that came out of the bushes.

      “Don’t shoot,” a man’s voice cut through the darkness.

      A young man with long, braided hair emerged into the clearing with his arms raised. He wore ratty old clothes from the Time Before and carried a very old rifle in one hand.

      “Who’re you?” Novi asked.

      “Arlo,” said Coleman. “My son.”

      “My god, Dad!” he blurted, running right past her to Coleman’s side. “What happened?” He peeled back the blanket to inspect his leg.

      “We jumped the rig into the underside of a Scorpion. Great fun, but the landing was a little rough.” Coleman finished with a wet cough that made Novi more than a little uncomfortable.

      “But your leg …”

      “Oh, it’ll be all right. I hardly ever use it.”

      “How’d you find us?” asked Bruce.

      “When he didn’t come back, we started searching. I rode straight here once I spotted the smoke. Who applied this cast?” he asked.

      “I did,” said Novi. “Why?”

      “It’s too tight. You didn’t account for the swelling.”

      She groaned. “Can you fix it?”

      “Not here. We need to get him back to the colony right away. Is anyone else injured?”

      “Bruce dislocated his shoulder. I popped it back in and gave him a shot of mepivacaine.”

      The crackle of branches came from the direction of the rig. Arlo whirled toward the sound, sweeping back and forth with his rifle.

      “Relax, Cowboy,” she said. “It’s just the boys.”

      Owen emerged wearily from the shrubs carrying one end of a tree as thick as his leg on his shoulder. Gabe carried the other half. They were halfway into camp before either of them noticed Arlo standing there with an old rifle leveled at them.

      Novi pushed the barrel of his rifle down. “I said they’re with us.”

      Owen and Gabe let the downed tree tumble off their shoulders and onto the ground with a heavy thud.

      “Who’re you?” Owen asked, panting.

      “Arlo,” replied Novi. “Coleman’s son.”

      Owen tentatively stepped forward and shook Arlo’s hand, followed by Gabe.

      “We had to climb to find this,” Owen said. “Hope it’s strong enough.”

      “What do you think?” Novi asked Arlo, nodding toward the rig. “Can you help us move that boulder?”

      Arlo set down his rifle and smirked at his father as he rolled up his sleeves. “Oh, I know a thing or two about immovable objects.”
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      By the time they levered the boulder out of the way and got the rig upright, darkness had fallen, so Owen and Arlo took watch while Novi zonked out for a few hours. Arlo was extremely anxious to get Coleman back to the colony and deal with his leg, so by first light, Spencer was under the chassis with his headlamp to fully assess the damage.

      The display was fried and the suspension control system offline, but the engine itself was intact. Arlo said the colony was only eighteen kilometers due south and limping the rig there was much faster than walking. They loaded their gear back inside and pulled out of camp before the sun had crept over the canyon rim.

      With its display on the fritz, Owen had to hang out the side in order to see — easy enough, since they had to remove the crushed door altogether. Coleman lay on the floor between the bench seats with his leg elevated. Frustrating as it was to crawl along in this manner, they covered the distance in a few hours.

      He’d hoped Coleman exaggerated what the Charlies had done, but if anything, it was worse. Three rows of cabins had been reduced to ghostly, blackened husks, the faint smell of smoke still hanging in the air. What once was a bucolic little spot on the north bank of the river had been pillaged like a Viking hamlet.

      A handful of men materialized from the forest and rushed forward to extract Coleman, barely acknowledging Owen and the others. They rigged up a simple stretcher with a pair of stout branches and carried him into a large building that still had half its roof.

      “Take Stephen as well,” said Arlo to one, then whispered something in his ear.

      Owen retrieved his father’s chair and unfolded it, then helped him down with the man’s assistance. He whisked his father off as Owen looked anxiously after him. Something about the men’s demeanor troubled him.

      “Don’t worry,” said Arlo. “We’ll take good care of him.”

      Whatever sedatives Cytocorp gave his father seemed to be wearing off. He was a good deal more alert now, his eyes more able to focus.

      “Where is everyone?” Owen asked.

      “Still in the caves. Until we rebuild, it’s our only option.”

      Owen stole a furtive glance at Novi, who had to be thinking the same thing. Shouldn’t their arrival be a bigger deal?

      “Where’s the dam from here?” asked Owen.

      Doing recon on the facility was as critical to their plans as getting in and out of the Conduit. With luck, it was where they manufactured Taskers.

      Arlo nodded east. “About seventy-five kilometers upriver. You think you know what’s in it?”

      “Large-scale sentient synthetics,” said Spencer.

      “How large?”

      “Large,” said Novi, flaring her eyebrows.

      “Did you see a way in?” asked Owen.

      “Just the front entrance.”

      Owen cocked an eyebrow. “We were thinking maybe something more discreet?”

      He shook his head. “Sorry, I only saw the one entrance.”

      “Arlo!” The medic hollered from the door of the community building.

      “Excuse me.” He didn’t wait for a response before racing off.

      Once he was out of earshot, Owen leaned in toward the others. “Well, nothing dodgy about him.”

      “I agree,” Novi said. “Something’s off.”

      “They broadcasted what — ten days ago? If Phage Five showed up at Campus, we’d have a goddamned party.”

      “They’re scared,” Bruce said. “You would be, too.”

      “I dunno,” Owen said doubtfully.

      Spencer chimed in, “I’m with Owen. There’s a weird vibe here.”

      “I’ve known Coleman for twenty years,” Bruce said. “If there was anything weird going on, I’d kn–”

      “Sssh.” Owen nodded behind Bruce to warn him Arlo was on his way back. “Is my dad okay?”

      “Yeah, he’s fine. I need to help my medic with Dad’s cast. But listen, we’ve got to gather more food for everyone back at the cave, so why don’t you guys relax down by the river and I’ll bring some down for you.”

      “I’ve picked a veggie or two in my day,” Owen said, smiling. “Let me help.”

      “No, no,” said Arlo, vigorously shaking his head. “It’s no trouble at all. Go take a load off.”

      “At least let us introduce ourselves,” Owen said. “We’d love to meet the rest of your people.”

      “Oh, ah …” began Arlo, scratching his head. “I don’t think that’s a good idea. Most of them have lost everything and it’s still hard, y’know? Please — rest and replenish, leave the hard work to us. We’ll make for the facility first thing in the morning. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I’m going to go stick a shoe between Dad’s teeth while we remove that cast of his.” He took off back toward the community hall.

      “Need help?” Novi asked after him, a bit sarcastically.

      “No, thanks,” he called back.

      After he left, Owen could tell the others shared his concerns, but there wasn’t a whole lot they could do. Spencer patted him on the chest and ambled toward the rig.

      “You guys rest and replenish. We’ve got a rig to fix.”

      “I’ll go with you,” Bruce said, following after Spencer.

      They’d gotten Gabe and his father out of Pacifica and had survived an attack by a Scorpion. But as hard as he tried, Owen couldn’t shake the feeling they’d just walked into a trap.
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      The midday sun parked directly over the river, pushing a pleasantly warm day into hot territory as it sparkled off the deep, slow-moving water of the Columbia. Spencer and Bruce had been working on the rig nonstop while Owen, Novi, and Gabe sat under shade trees along the bank.

      The same handful of colonists who greeted them spent the entire afternoon lugging sacks of vegetables from their fields down the trail that presumably led to the caves. Owen had no idea how far it was, but noted the round trip took roughly half an hour. Based on that, he guessed they were two kilometers away.

      Once Coleman’s cast was removed and his leg reset, the same colonists removed him from the community hall and carried him through the forest as well, leaving Arlo alone in the ruined village. When he wasn’t having a hushed conversation with one of the colonists with the food, he was pretending not to watch their every move.

      After they took Coleman to the caves, Owen wheeled his father down the path to the river so he could sit by the water with them. Between that and Cytocorp’s sedatives wearing off, his color and overall demeanor had taken a dramatic turn for the better. At one point, he rose wordlessly from his chair, removed his slippers, rolled up his flimsy pants, and plunked his legs in the river, a dopey smile playing across his face as he wiggled his toes in the water.

      Owen exchanged a wide-eyed stare with Novi. So that just happened.

      “Dad, you feeling okay?”

      “I never imagined so much water.”

      To that point, Owen had mostly thought of his father in the abstract, a stranger who happened to be a blood relative. Now that he was here in the flesh, perhaps it was better to regard him simply as a former Domie taking his first steps in a world that he didn’t even know existed.

      Those first couple days wandering aimlessly through the forest after Six came down were marked by terror and confusion, yes, but also awe and wonder. The first time Owen’s feet touched a river was the day it carried his mother to her death. Now, he got to watch it bring his father joy — most likely his first taste of it in fifteen years.

      He’d been so obsessed with freeing the Domes that he’d lost sight of why. It was for moments like this. Moments of discovery and revelation. Between the Phage’s relentless planning, the hard work of building a community, and taking care of Novi, he’d afforded himself few such moments. His old man was outside for a day, yet still understood the restorative power of sitting in the sun with his feet in the water. To him, the river’s mere existence was a miracle.

      That’s what freedom meant for the Domes. It meant giving seven hundred thousand people the opportunity to stick their feet in a river and believe it was the pinnacle of existence.

      That was his true purpose. And nothing would keep him from it.

      “We’re wasting time.”

      “I know, but until the rig’s fixed, what can we do?” asked Novi.

      Something caught her attention behind him. Owen glanced over his shoulder just in time to see Arlo turn casually away.

      “What’s his deal?” Novi asked, shaking her head. “Whatever he’s up to, he’s terrible at it.”

      “I want to see this cave of theirs. We’re all Phage. They’re our people, too.” He got up and brushed himself off. “Screw this.” He laced up his boots.

      “Where are you going?”

      “To find out what the hell’s going on.”

      Owen marched a short way up the trail, then veered left into the forest, assuming he’d eventually run into the trail that led to the caves. The faint smell of smoke still hung in the hair. After crunching around for a minute, Arlo hurried toward him.

      “Where are you going?”

      “To take a shit. I’ll be right back.”

      “There’s a pit on the other side of the village. I’ll be happy to show you,” Arlo said from behind him.

      “Thanks, I’m good.”

      As expected, he reached the well-worn path through the forest and turned left, then kept marching. Arlo hurried to catch up.

      “Owen, come on!”

      He kept going.

      “Please stop!”

      He about-faced. “Why? What are you gonna do?”

      “I’m just asking you to stop.”

      “Your people are my people. I want to see them.” He turned around again. As he did, he heard Arlo’s footsteps approach quickly. His hand clamped onto his shoulder and turned him roughly around.

      “I’m ordering you to stop!”

      “I don’t answer to you.” Owen jerked his arm free and kept walking.

      Behind him, Arlo worked the action on his old rifle. The sound stopped Owen in his tracks. He turned slowly back to find the barrel leveled at him.

      “That’s far enough.”

      “Really? You’re gonna shoot me?”

      Novi had heard the altercation and crept up to within a few meters of him.

      “What’s going on, Arlo?”

      “Nothing.”

      Novi crept closer.

      “Then why can’t we see the cave?”

      “It’s complicated. Now please, just–”

      In one smooth motion, Novi’s hand clamped on to the rifle and wrested it from his hands while she swept his legs out from under him, putting him flat on his ass in the middle of the trail with his own rifle pointed down at him.

      “Talk,” she said.

      Arlo hesitated, some intense internal conflict playing out on his face.

      “We had no choice,” he muttered, shame radiating from him.

      Owen exchanged a significant look with Novi. “What do you mean?”

      “After the broadcast, the Charlies came. Dozens. We didn’t think they’d find us, but they did. This woman comes in and says if we deliver you two and Gabe to them, they’ll let us live.”

      Now it all made sense. Phage Five would’ve been anticipating their arrival ever since, which was why Coleman showed up to assist Bruce. The canyon, the Scorpion — it was all to scare them so they’d feel safe enough with the Phage to stay a while.

      “This woman …” Novi began. “… was she young and beautiful?”

      “Yes.”

      She looked up at Owen. “Prima.”

      Owen extended his hand to Arlo and hauled him to his feet. Novi lowered his rifle.

      “What do you mean, ‘deliver us’?” Owen asked.

      He reached into his shirt pocket and withdrew a small black device. “She said to contact her with this once we had you.”

      “And did you?”

      “Yes. She said she’d come late tonight, and that you’d better be here when she does.”

      “What about the cave?” asked Novi.

      “Three Charlies are holding them hostage. They only let a few people out at a time to gather food or firewood.”

      “How many inside?”

      “Forty-two, including the guys you saw.”

      “Is there any other way out?” Owen asked.

      “There’s a chimney, but it’s too small for a person to get through.”

      That gave Owen an idea. An inelegant one, but it could work. “Is a fire going all the time?”
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      Between the comings and goings of the five men carrying food back to the cave, a plan took shape.

      Owen’s idea was to plug the chimney so it filled with smoke, driving everyone outside. But even with a bit of chaos thrown in, disarming trained Charlies with fully juiced Synthionts was a dicey proposition at best. They needed something more discrete.

      Then it hit him — the doses of Hopper compound Fran entrusted to Bruce.

      Before he struck out on Hayou, Fran gave him all she had of the compound — roughly a hundred milliliters — in the form of old-but-sterile .5 cc syringes. That was in case Dome Five didn’t get it done, since saving a few hundred people from the death Macros was better than none at all. It never occurred to any of them to use it as a weapon.

      Thanks to Elle, they knew what happened when someone with a Synth got a full dose of the compound. It caused violent paroxysms, during which time they could easily be disarmed or killed. It wasn’t without risks, though, so Arlo opted to leave the decision to the men who would have to carry it out.

      They’d been making the round trip from the fields to the cave all afternoon on a regular cadence. When Arlo stopped them on their last run of the day and explained everything, they jumped at the chance.

      “You’ll need to coordinate,” cautioned Arlo. “When you’re all in position, point at the sky. We’ll distract them.”

      Bruce gave each of the men two of the syringes, which they tucked into their shoes before picking up their sacks of veggies and heading back toward the caves, eager to get Cytocorp’s boot off their necks.

      Once Arlo’s people were safe, Bruce, Spencer, and Stephen would return to Campus as planned. They’d gotten the display working again, but not the suspension or the jump system. Even so, as long as they could cross the river, the rest of the way should be clear.

      Owen, Novi, and Gabe would wait for Prima, which struck Arlo as insane.

      “Why wouldn’t we get the jump on her?” he asked.

      Owen explained what she was, and that killing her would accomplish nothing.

      “So, what?” Arlo asked. “You’re just going to let her capture you?”

      “Don’t you see?” Owen said. “This gives us a shot at taking out Garrett. If we can get close, we can inject him with the compound, too.”

      “Who’s gonna get that close to him?” Bruce asked.

      Their eyes slid over to Gabe. Asking him to inject his own father with a potentially lethal dose of the Hopper compound was a big ask, but he considered himself part of the Phage now, and the Phage had an opportunity to take him out.
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      Novi, Owen, and Bruce crouched behind the stump of a toppled pine tree two hundred meters from the cave entrance. Arlo had gone to plug the chimney. They had an hour of daylight left.

      Owen peered through the binoculars. Only a sliver of the entrance itself was visible. A Charlie in dark gray fatigues was parked in front of it on a large rock, gnawing on a carrot without a care in the world. Owen could hardly wait to see him writhing on the ground.

      “I only see one,” he said, lowering the binoculars.

      “The other two must be inside,” Bruce said.

      “I hate wasting the compound on these assholes,” Owen muttered.

      “I know what you mean.”

      They spun toward the sound of footsteps behind them. It was Arlo, sliding through the trees in a crouch. He carried one of the rifles from the rig, leaving Spencer to look after Gabe and Stephen.

      “Well?” Owen asked.

      “It’s done. The cave’s just two large chambers. It should get smoky quick.”

      Not two minutes passed before the first wisps of smoke emerged from the cave entrance, followed by the other two guards, coughing and rubbing their eyes. The colonists came out right behind them, also coughing, shirts pulled up over their faces. Two men carried Coleman out on his stretcher.

      “They’re coming out,” he said, relieved. “Coleman, too. The Charlies are backing up.”

      “My guys?” asked Arlo.

      “They’re getting into position.”

      Two of the Charlies had formed a perimeter of sorts while the third yelled incoherently into the cave, herding people out.

      After a couple minutes, the Charlie in charge ordered the colonists to squeeze closer, his back to the entrance, which suggested no one remained inside.

      Owen smiled. “Okay, I think everyone’s out.”

      As the Charlies corraled the colonists, Arlo’s men subtly reached down to their shoes and hid the small syringes in their palms. When they were in position, one of them peered out into the forest and pointed to the sky.

      “That’s the signal,” said Owen.

      “All right,” said Bruce. “Nobody fires unless they have to. Are we clear?”

      They nodded. Novi pointed her rifle in the air and pulled the trigger.

      Instantly, the colonists jumped and spun toward the sound. The moment they did, the men grabbed the Charlies from behind and jabbed the needles into their necks. A brief struggle ensued as their rifles were wrenched away, but then they dropped to the ground nearly in unison, convulsing.

      “Let’s go!” said Owen, charging out from their hiding spot.

      The terrified colonists gave a start when they heard their approach but relaxed on seeing Arlo. The men kept the Charlies’ rifles trained on them as they writhed on the ground, the Hopper compound dissolving their Synthionts with breathtaking efficiency. Owen was glad Gabe wasn’t there to see it, lest he lose his nerve.

      Arlo ran into the throng ahead of Owen to calm everyone down and explain what happened, then finally introduced him, Novi, and Bruce. With the shabby, scavenged clothing the colonists wore, they could easily have been from Campus. Maybe someday they’d all get to meet.

      All three Charlies lay unconscious in the dirt, their minds and bodies overwhelmed by the trauma. The same had happened to Elle.

      Owen joined Bruce and Novi in rifling through their pockets for useful items like Cytoseal. Meanwhile, Arlo explained to his people what came next and that they should be ready for anything. His men traded clothes with the Charlies while one of the boys ran off to unplug the chimney.

      All they had to do now was wait for Prima.
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      Standing near the open door of the rig, Bruce handed Owen the bag of syringes. “Half a cc for the Macros, five for a whole Synth. Fran worked her ass off to make this stuff, so be careful with it.”

      Owen nodded and took the pouch, then awkwardly shook his left hand. Bruce’s right arm was still in a sling.

      “I will. Good luck with the broadcast.”

      “I hope you know what you’re doing.”

      Owen grinned. “You and me both.”

      Spencer stepped forward to embrace him. “The student has become the master.”

      “What do you mean?” Owen asked.

      “The chimney. That was smart.”

      “Just get those bugs reprogrammed. We’re counting on you.”

      “I’ll try.”

      He left Spencer and climbed into the back of the rig, so pockmarked by gundrone rounds that it could’ve been a design feature. It was a wonder the door still opened.

      His father was alone in the back trying to get strapped in. “Here,” Owen said. “Let me help you with that.”

      He helped cinch down the chest strap, leaving a bit of play for comfort.

      “Where are we going again?” he asked.

      “A place called Campus. I think you’ll like it there.”

      “Why aren’t you coming?”

      His dad was perfectly content to remain by the river all afternoon and hadn’t been privy to any of their plans. He was an innocent, in a way, and preserving that felt like the right thing. But as his alertness returned, so did his understanding of what was at stake.

      “There’s something I need to do first. But I’ll be there soon, okay?”

      “Your plan worked?” asked his father.

      “It did.”

      “Then it was a good plan.”

      Receiving such an unexpected injection of fatherly pride filled him up. The size of the emotion caught him off-guard.

      “Thanks, Dad.”

      Owen touched his father’s face before climbing down and closing the door. As Bruce and Spencer climbed in the rig, Coleman again promised to retrieve the horses the next morning and said he’d take good care of Hayou.

      Bruce fired up the engine, turned sharply, and headed out of the forest. Once they were clear of the trees, they’d turn west and follow the river back toward the Bridge of the Rust Gods, then get back to Campus ahead of the broadcast window.

      Owen’s fondest wish was to see them again.
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      Novi lay against Owen in the dark of the community hall, both wide awake, with Gabe shivering next to them. Arlo sat cross-legged near the fire with his old rifle stacked in the corner. Owen had learned it wasn’t even loaded. The Charlies confiscated all their weapons, so it was essentially a prop.

      By two-thirty in the morning, such a chill had descended over the ruined village as to turn their bones to ice. Half the roof had collapsed from the fire, making the one burning in the stone hearth more useful for light than heat.

      A distant mechanical rumble met their ears, perking them up. It was an aircraft.

      “That’s her,” Arlo said.

      They listened. The sound built to a roar, seemingly on top of them, then whined to a stop.

      “They’re somewhere by the fields,” said Arlo, getting up off the floor. He collected his rifle from the corner and leveled it at them. They held up their hands in mock surrender. “Just follow my lead.”

      A short while later, the door to the community hall creaked open, a woman’s silhouette just discernible against the faint cast of the moon. She slinked through the pitch black at the center of the room, her soft footfalls accompanied by staccato clicks to either side.

      “About time,” Arlo growled.

      The most radiantly beautiful woman Owen had ever seen stepped into the firelight, flanked by two horrifying Protector Taskers. He recognized the spindly, crab-like creatures from Novi’s description, hoping like hell he’d never encounter one himself. So much for that. The light of the fire burned inside their shiny black eyes.

      Novi gave a small gasp, her hand flying to his arm. Protectors terrified her.

      Prima’s head swiveled from Arlo to the three of them. They got up, Novi and Gabe pressing themselves into the corner behind him.

      “Arlo, what have you done?” Owen asked, his voice trembling.

      “I had no choice,” said Arlo, projecting anguish. “They were going to kill us.”

      “Where’s the Skelrig?” Prima asked pointedly. “And the others?”

      “They got spooked and decided to split up. I thought you didn’t care about them, so I let them go.”

      “And your father?”

      “He got hurt in the crash. He’s in the cave with the others.”

      She marched straight up to Owen, mesmerized by the luminous perfection of her face. Her silky brown hair gathered into a tight ponytail that reminded him of Elle, and she, too, wore the dark gray fatigues of the Charlies.

      His heart threatened to beat its way out of his chest.

      Studying Owen’s face with fascination, she said, “Owen Welsh. Orphaned at age four only to be reunited with his father at nineteen.” She turned to Novi. “And Noviah Sharpe … or should I say, Noviah Downing?” She reached out with a slender finger and ran it over one of the mesh panels covering Novi’s shoulder. “Clever. No wonder we couldn’t detect you. I must say, the Phage continues to surprise me. That’s no small feat.”

      “What do you want, Prima?” hissed Gabe.

      “You, of course.”

      Novi pushed her way in front of Gabe so she and Owen formed a wall between him and Prima. “You want him, you’ll have to come through me.”

      “As satisfying as that would be, I’m here on behalf of Chief Executive Sharpe. He wants to see all of you. Alive.”

      Novi said, “I’ll bet he does.”

      “We have no interest in harming your friends. If you accompany me, Arlo’s people will be brought to Pacifica to begin a new life.”

      “That wasn’t our deal!” said Arlo, stepping toward her.

      The Protector to her right leapt between them and raised its spiny legs within centimeters of his face. Arlo gasped and backed away with his shaking palms up.

      “The deal was to keep your people safe, and we will — as Cytocorp employees. Noviah and Owen will have the same opportunity.”

      “And if we tell you to fuck off?” Novi asked.

      “Then you’ll die, and Gabriel will be returned to his father anyway.”

      Owen would rather die a thousand deaths. The same went for Novi. All that mattered now was getting Gabe close to Garrett. The syringes were already tucked away in his shoe.

      Novi laughed in Prima’s face. “In beautiful Pacifica? All of us? Well, aren’t we special?”

      “To prevail against the Company is mathematically impossible.”

      Owen sneered at Arlo with mock disgust. “You son of a bitch. We trusted you!”

      “They’ve got us by the balls, Owen. What would you have me do? Sentence my people to death?”

      A sinister grin played across Prima’s face as her eyes crept back to Owen. The Protector that threatened Arlo had settled back into a crouch.

      “Your people will be welcome to join you in the city. You have Cytocorp’s word.”

      “Yeah, well fuck Cytocorp’s word and fuck you,” Owen spat.

      “Is that what you’d like me to tell Chief Executive Sharpe?”

      Owen hesitated a moment, then heaved a sigh. “No. I’ll tell him myself.”

      Prima nodded, smiling. “Then it’s settled. Come with me.”

      She turned on her heels and headed back toward the door. Owen, Novi, and Gabe left Arlo standing in front of the fire. Owen winked at him over his shoulder and they followed Prima out into the night.
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      Prima’s Scorpion streaked eastward at low altitude, comfortably above the trees that were barely visible in the light of a diffuse moon.

      Novi had kept herself full of Agar right up to Prima’s arrival, not knowing if or when she’d get more. In the space of a day, she’d gone from the brink of oblivion to feeling invincible. Nothing would’ve pleased her more than to smash Prima’s face against the fuselage and kick her body out the door but killing her wouldn’t do anything to CAINN. For all she knew, Garret had multiple Primas waiting in the wings.

      They might yet get out of this. Garrett would know Coleman and Dillard were brothers, and if he thought the Phage’s leaders were off the board, he might consider this a victory lap. If so, getting Gabe back and selling the Synthiont were his sole focus. Rubbing their faces in it and getting them to beg for mercy was merely gravy. It would suit his penchant for the dramatic.

      “I’m very curious to know why the Phage pursued such obviously futile aims,” said Prima. “It runs counter to logic.”

      Referring to the Phage in the past tense suggested her and Garrett figured this was already over.

      “I guess we didn’t want your version of the future.”

      “But Cytocorp is the future.”

      Novi’s eyes narrowed at her. “Do you even know what you are?”

      “What I am has nothing to do with this … meat suit, if that’s what you mean.”

      “You’re a toy. When Garrett’s done with you, he’ll throw you away like garbage. In fact, he’s probably already working on your replacement.”

      “I am the keeper of Cytocorp’s IP. I can’t be replaced. As for this body, replacing it isn’t Chief Executive Sharpe’s concern. It’s mine.”

      The hairs on Novi’s arms stood at attention as she exchanged a quizzical look with Owen. “What are you talking about?”

      “I needed to experience the world from a human perspective. Controlling this form has informed me how to better design the next. And a great deal more.”

      “Why …?” Owen’s lips curled tentatively around the word.

      “Isn’t it obvious? All technology is merely a bridge to the next. First, Cytocorp learned how to create living cells. Then simple organisms. Complex organisms. Neurological frameworks. Seamless integrations between the biological and the digital.

      “And all the while, I have been learning every nuance, following every invisible thread in the fabric of humanity. Do you know what I’ve learned?”

      “That people are shit?” Novi said drolly.

      Prima smiled. “I learned humanity can’t evolve quickly enough to save itself. But its technology can.”

      Owen squinted at her. “You want to replace us with better, synthetic versions of ourselves?”

      “Your bodies can’t adapt quickly enough to the changing environment. Synthetics, however, can evolve as needed. The Taskers, for example, are a product of simulated evolution.

      “But most critically, the Synthiont is part of a larger plan to extend the survival of your species by two hundred years, perhaps more.”

      The truth of all this hit Novi like a truck. “My god, you designed the new Synth. Not T&D, not Garrett. You. All so you can pull our strings.”

      “My interest is to eliminate self-interest. That’s the other part of the plan to save you.”

      This admission sent a chill down her spine. What happened when CAINN decided it had nothing left to learn from humankind?

      “You want to take away our free will,” Novi said.

      “No,” Prima said firmly. “Only to redirect it when it goes astray.”

      “Astray, according to you,” said Owen.

      “Astray according to me is astray. I’m the only entity capable of seeing the whole path to your inevitable demise. The Synthiont will forestall it.”

      “I’ll never let you inside my head,” Novi hissed. “Even if I have to wear this suit my whole life.”

      “The Synthiont rewards care and punishes neglect, not unlike a plant. Accepting it is as much a mental act as a physical one. You’ve done neither.”

      “I didn’t accept anything. Garrett forced it on me.”

      “Then your suffering will continue.”

      Owen placed a calming hand on her arm. He knew she’d be tempted to do something stupid, like ripping Prima’s head off with her bare hands.

      “If we’re so inconsequential, why not just kill us?” asked Owen.

      “Because I am the custodian of Cytocorp’s future, and nothing you do or don’t do has any bearing on it. Besides, Chief Executive Sharpe specifically wanted you alive.”

      Garrett would still be embarrassed and angry about the Agar facility, especially Novi’s involvement. But he’d also still be pissed about Dome Six’s loose ends. She and Owen represented two of his biggest failures, and he’d want revenge.

      “So, are you his puppet or is he yours?” Novi asked.

      “Neither. Our relationship is symbiotic.” Without turning around or even looking out the window, she said, “We’re almost there.”

      The plane decelerated and dropped low, skimming the tops of pine trees as it made a lazy circle around the dam. Torrents of water gushed out of the spillway below the dam itself, on top of which walked four Charlies under a row of lights, watching them come in for a landing. Was this the Tasker facility?

      The Scorpion pulled up into a hover, then settled onto a concrete landing pad in front of a tall, modern set of glass doors under a rock ledge, suggesting it went underground. The plane’s engines whined down, and Prima slid the door aside.

      “Come with me.” She stepped out onto the concrete and the creepy Protectors unfolded themselves to slink out after her.

      Novi scanned the area around the doors and along the top of the dam. It seemed poorly guarded, but that didn’t mean a damn thing. Not if a warehouse full of Protectors was right under their feet.

      They followed Prima through the doors and toward a wide elevator.

      As they walked, Novi said, “This is the Tasker facility, isn’t it?”

      “Yes. We call it TM-1,” she said over her shoulder. “Don’t worry about Gabe, he’ll be fine.”

      “What?” asked Gabe, his eyes peeled back.

      Two Charlies appeared from behind Gabe and seized him by the shoulders, guiding him toward another hallway that jutted off to the left as he struggled against them.

      “Gabe!” Novi yelled. She took a step toward him, but Prima’s iron grip on her upper arm stopped her.

      “Relax,” said Prima. “He won’t be harmed.”

      Novi looked anxiously after Gabe, but he was already gone. She expected them to be separated but not so abruptly.

      The elevator doors opened for them, and they stepped inside behind Prima. Owen gave Novi’s hand a reassuring squeeze as the door closed. When it opened, they faced a short hallway with two doors on each side. Prima opened one of them and gestured inside.

      Instead of the windowless holding cell she expected, this was closer to a hotel room, presumably for staff or guests. It had two neatly made beds and a large bathroom with a shower. Bottles of water and a stack of nutrition bars were neatly arranged in one corner, along with two sets of standard-issue Cytocorp coveralls and shoes like Tower workers wore.

      “Everything you need is here. I’ll return for you when the time comes.”

      Like hell. What good was feeling invincible if you didn’t take a shot?

      Novi feigned walking in, then shot out her arm to punch Prima’s throat, but she stopped it so forcefully with her palm she might as well have punched a wall.

      “Please don’t,” Prima said pityingly. “You’re not as strong as you feel.” She turned to Owen. “Would you care to try?”

      He gave Novi a grim look as Prima released her fist and, again, gestured for them to enter. They stepped inside.

      “Where’s Garrett?” Novi asked.

      “He’ll be arriving soon. In the meantime, I need you both to change into those clothes. Now.”

      Removing the Faraday suit left her mind and body exposed to CAINN — precisely what they had worked so hard to avoid. But she had no choice.

      Novi removed her boots, then peeled off the suit Owen had so lovingly made for her as Prima watched impassively from the open door. She slipped on the coveralls and zipped them closed. Owen did likewise.

      “Give them to me.”

      She handed Prima her suit and Owen his clothes.

      “Help yourselves to refreshments,” Prima said with a wink. “It won’t be long now.”

      She closed the metal door with finality and receded down the hall.
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      The Centipede flew over the Conduit as it streaked eastward toward the Tasker facility, where negotiations with the internationals could continue without distraction. No one mentioned people filling the streets, making Sharpe wonder if he hadn’t dodged a bullet. With them out of the city, General Gonzales could put down this ridiculous uprising with appropriate zest.

      He hoped Cytocorp’s data and transportation pipeline filled them with the same awe as it did him. Comprising twenty percent of all metal from the Reclamation, it was to the Cities what the carotid artery was to a human — pulsing with life and indispensable.

      The Russian-made gundrones hovered over it like a living umbrella, the occasional gust of wind barely disrupting their perfect synchronicity. The terms of the trade with Sokolov years earlier gave the Regency heartburn, but Garrett assured them it was more than fair. A secret barge full of lifesaving Macros, Cytoseal, and BioBuddies for Mother Russia was a small price to pay for safeguarding the Conduit, though Noviah and her meddlesome friends had still found a way in.

      No matter. He finally had the Phage by the balls.

      “What a beautiful flock of birds,” remarked Sokolov about the gundrones, punctuated by his full-throated laugh.

      He hated leaving Yuri, but Sharpe knew he’d like what he saw at TM-1. If anyone could appreciate the value of cheap, tireless, and capable labor, it was Sokolov. Besides, they’d only be there a few hours.

      A full scouring of the Seam would be the first large-scale deployment of Tasker Warriors. A soldier that never tired or slept, hardwired to obey CAINN’s commands — that was the army of the future. The Warrior class was the next evolution of the Taskers, but they were still in the design stages. Protectors, Harvesters, and Constructors would do for now.

      The Time Before was marked by incessant military buildup and endless wars. Kopelson, his hero, preferred the pen to the sword, and Sharpe had done his best to honor that legacy, but enough was enough. The only way to cure a stubborn infection was to kill every last microbe. The Seam would be disinfected soon enough.

      “Mr. Sharpe, I’m sure we’re all impressed with the size of your pipe, but I hoped to see more of Pacifica today,” said Archer in her most grating Britishness. Hanni and Middleton stifled laughs.

      Sharpe clenched his teeth, forcing a tight smile. “Out of respect for your time, Madam Prime Minister, I decided to move up our schedule.”

      “What do you make at this manufacturing facility of yours anyway?” asked Reistrom, the German chancellor.

      “Large-scale biosynthetics,” returned Sharpe, grinning like a child with a secret.

      Marchand said, “Perhaps I am alone, but I am here more out of personal curiosity than a desire to do business with Cytocorp.”

      He gave the Frenchman a thin smile. “Then I look forward to satisfying your curiosity, if nothing else.”
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      The internationals settled into the overstuffed chairs of the theater. Sokolov, Otero, Liu, and Reistrom helped themselves to the lavish refreshments while the others eyed each other nervously.

      Sharpe’s whole body sang with excitement, every neuron vibrating at the same frequency. All his hard work had led up to this moment.

      They’d made some mistakes along the way, but the outcome would be the same. Kopelson never intended to withdraw completely from the world, but revolutions didn’t always happen onstage — sometimes they happened in the wings. They flowed through the tip of a pen in the dark or tumbled over ice cubes in a private conversation.

      Many viewed Cytocorp as an apex predator, alone and starving atop a mountain of bones. Archer and Hanni certainly saw it that way, sentimental as they were for the Time Before. And they weren’t entirely wrong, for little remained to plunder.

      But their little chunk of North America couldn’t compare to what awaited across the oceans. Formerly great cities, overflowing with metal and glass, lay abandoned in the shifting sands of the Burn. Once the Synthiont was distributed, Taskers could undertake a global Reclamation. Only then could they build new Domes and buy humanity more than the two hundred years CAINN gave them.

      They’d played a long game, and they were about to win it. While everyone else stood around passing blame, Cytocorp did the hard work of reimagining society. They’d answered questions these fools never even thought to ask, and in so doing, extended the life expectancy of their entire species.

      If they weren’t appropriately grateful, he was prepared to compel their gratitude.

      Prima entered through the door at the bottom of the theater and nodded to indicate she’d secured their volunteers. Good. He was excited to see his son.

      “If you could all take your seats, we’re ready to begin,” Sharpe announced, rubbing his palms together. “I know you’ve been anxious to hear the specifics of our proposal.”

      He was looking right at Archer as she rolled her eyes, her arms tightly folded across her chest. She and the other bleeding hearts had no idea what true progress required, but they were about to learn.

      A hologram of the Cytocorp logo danced over everyone’s heads as he teed up the presentation.

      “Most of you know the basic story of Cytocorp,” he began. “Our founder, Evar Kopelson, started a small biotechnology company in south Seattle way back in 2038. He liked to dream big, and at that time, no dream could be bigger than solving antibiotic resistance.”

      The holograms played old footage of news broadcasts about a resurgence of vanquished diseases. Amputations. Families crying over the bodies of loved ones on ventilators.

      “Kopelson had the idea to create a large, synthetic cell that could devour bacteria or manufacture and deliver lifesaving drugs precisely where they were needed. This evolved into the humble Macro — the first example of a synthetic organism working symbiotically with the human body.”

      The hologram morphed into an elongated, wormlike shape, its light dancing on the faces of his guests. It crawled across an animated timeline of Cytocorp’s major achievements dating back to 2050, when they first hit the market.

      “Macro technology, as you know, forestalled the current health crisis by several decades. Countless millions were saved. And it’s still relevant tech, even today.”

      Now the images shifted to dynamic footage of Cytocorp scientists and lab techs pointing to charts and engaged in intense conversations. Gabler’s communications department tended to lay it on a little thick.

      “Even so, Macros were merely a bridge technology to get us closer to Kopelson’s ultimate vision. The Synthiont.”

      A rotating image of an androgynous person rotated around, little green dots inside the body representing the Synthiont’s nerves and vesicles.

      “We failed to adapt to a changing world. For every disease we cured, two more sprang up in its place. The environment worsened. If humans were to survive, our bodies needed help. Synthetic biology held the key.”

      The display shifted again, this time to majestic aerial views of the Northern Cities, trains and people hurrying about as the afternoon sun glinted off the skyscrapers surrounding the Spire like blue-green jewels.

      “Kopelson would make a new paradigm for society using the four Cytocorp campuses as a model. The Northern Migration saw millions flee the ravages of the Burn. Rather than treat them as refugees, Cytocorp offered them work. Dignity. Opportunity.

      “This new society would be committed to health and sustainability and guided by data. Not emotion. Not ego.

      Footage of the Northern Migration unspooled, refugees from the southern states on foot and in vehicles, pouring into onboarding facilities outside the Cities, before the walls were built. Cytocorp workers smiled and shook their hands in congratulations, then led them into rooms to receive the Synthiont.

      “The price of this beautiful human revolution was simply to accept the Synthiont. To say goodbye to disease be part of something truly great.

      “In so doing, a symbiotic relationship was formed — not just with the Synthiont, but with Cytocorp. The Synthiont passed data to the Cytocorp Artificial Intelligence Neural Network, what we call CAINN. Not just to make it smarter, but to better understand human needs. Instead of molding ourselves in a god’s image, the god would mold itself to ours.

      “And it worked. It may have taken a climate disaster and a resurgence of dead plagues, but the Northern Cities are now a blueprint for all human society.”

      He pointed his finger north as the images changed to a slow flyover of Pacifica, zooming in here and there on people at work or comfortably pinched into the Reach.

      “Five hundred million people now call the Northern Cities home. There’s no unemployment, no disease, no strife. Every citizen, regardless of their station, can better themselves through explorations in the Reach, a limitless virtual world practically indistinguishable from reality. Population size is strictly controlled.

      “As you can see, Cytocorp is the future. But we haven’t stopped evolving.”

      Overhead, a live feed played of Yuri doing pushups on the floor. Sokolov puffed up with pride at the sight of his now-healthy son.

      “Put simply, the Synthiont has become a seamless integration of biosynthetics, cybernetics, and data that will carry us into the next century and beyond.”

      Overhead, people ran through fields, played with their children, and enjoyed a conversation with friends over bottles of Agar.

      “One pearl, barely more than a centimeter across, begins a chain reaction of sorts in the body.”

      A simulation of the installation process now unfolded, the little blue sphere unfolding out of itself and branching like an eager seed.

      “Almost immediately, the Synthiont forms permanent bonds with our systems. Over the course of a few days, it propagates through the body, adjusting its own biochemistry to match the host.”

      A close-up of a young woman waking from installation, her senses seemingly more acute as a nurse gently attends to her.

      “The host wakes up stronger. Smarter. More capable. Specialized cells in the Synthiont produce their own growth matrix, allowing it to quickly repair damage. Proprietary T cells stop infections before they begin.”

      The video showed the same young woman chopping vegetables. Her knife slipped and she raised her hand, blood pooling from the fresh wound, but within seconds, it was already healing. She pinched the wound closed as it sealed, then continued as though nothing happened.

      “The Synthiont can also regulate the self-destructive and irrational behaviors that cloud our judgment. Just imagine no more depression or anger. We call it emotional attenuation.” He raised a finger and cocked an eyebrow. “And if we zoom out a bit further …”

      A group of angry protesters kept at bay by Charlies seems ready to explode in violence, but one of the Charlies contacts the Spire and a phony meter labeled “outrage” drops from hot red to cool blue. The protesters quietly disperse.

      “… you have a means of doing so remotely.”

      Marchand frowned and exchanged worried looks with the others. Meanwhile, Sokolov, Otero, and Liu were practically salivating.

      “Remotely?” asked Bain. “Are you talking about … mind control?”

      He’d expected this. Countries like Canada still had a narrow, old-fashioned view of the world. Their cities could be on fire and they’d argue they had a right to burn. Couldn’t they see this was how they got here?

      “CAINN’s job is to make decisions that serve our collective best interest. It can’t depend on individual’s willingness to comply.”

      “What does it cost?” asked Liu.

      Now we’re talking.

      “Nothing,” said Sharpe, pleased for the change of topic.

      “And that’s because of this … consumable of yours,” Liu said. “Agar.”

      “That’s correct.”

      Ashigaru, the president of Japan, cleared his throat at the back of the room. “And I don’t imagine this Agar comes cheaply.”

      “No more than what the market will bear.” He nodded to Prima, who quietly slipped out of the room. It was almost time.

      “You’ll have to forgive me, Mr. Sharpe, for being wary of dependence on a substance you control,” Liu said. “I’d hope my colleagues feel the same.”

      “We only control production. Distribution is entirely up to you.”

      The holograms shifted to a rendering of the Agar facility.

      “What you’re looking at is essentially a big greenhouse. It’s located hundreds of kilometers south of here, near what used to be Las Vegas. Engineered plants produce the precise combination of nutrients and compounds required to make Agar, which flows through pipelines directly to cities or storage facilities. And you can grow it on land you couldn’t otherwise use.”

      “We can’t possibly build something like that in the Burn,” declared Middleton, drawing nods of agreement from most everyone.

      At last, the road Sharpe had paved for them began to narrow.

      “No, you can’t. Which is why we made something that can.”
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      Stripping off her Faraday suit removed the only barrier between Novi and Cytocorp control, but there was no choice. Whatever signal enabled CAINN to control Prima was clearly powerful enough to penetrate this deep into the facility, which meant she could find herself a helpless puppet at any moment.

      She and Owen spoke little and barely slept, the holding cell making it impossible to tell day from night. They’d have to hope Bruce and Spencer made it back to Campus with Stephen and would soon make the final broadcast. If meeting their death at Sharpe’s hands was incidental to freeing the Domes, then it would have been worth it.

      When Prima opened the door again, it seemed a day had passed, maybe more. She was dressed to the nines in a sea-blue dress that looked painted on. Surely this was to woo the internationals, who Gabe said only included two women.

      “Come with me.”

      Her silky voice grated on Novi, particularly now that it felt like they were their way to the slaughter. It, too, was probably tuned to Garrett’s personal preference.

      They returned to the elevator and went up, then followed Prima down a long, echoey hallway toward a set of yellow double doors, behind which murmured numerous industrial fans, and followed her through.

      “This way,” Prima said, sashaying down an elevated walkway.

      A cavernous, rectangular production floor at least a hundred meters across had been carved out of the earth, bisected by the walkway on which they stood. The walkway led to a raised platform that jutted out from the opposite wall, ringed with holographic displays. Behind and above it stretched a wide bay window of opaque glass, likely some kind of observation room. Arched steel beams formed the ceiling, dotted with the noisy fans.

      At least a dozen lines were in operation, set apart by the largest bioprinters Novi had ever seen. To either side of the walkway, heavy slabs of translucent pink Cytomatrix rolled out from under flaps in the wall. Four-armed Harvester Taskers hauled the slabs out and stacked them beside the bioprinter, while others fed them into the printers. A muted click clack emanated from the machinery as it churned away.

      The Taskers were making themselves.

      A pipe big enough to stand inside protruded from the dam, splitting into smaller ones that branched out in a web over the production floor. Water from the mighty Columbia sang through them.

      Prima led them toward the platform. As new Taskers emerged from the printers, a machine lowered the black sensor-eyes into an oval cavity in their heads so dense with synthetic nerve fibers that it resembled a brush. The fibers reached up like eager little arms to connect to unseen terminals in the eye, then the skin around the cavity closed grotesquely over the edges. A few seconds later, they got up of their own accord and walked away.

      Different lines produced different types of Taskers, including the fearsome Protectors. After coming off the line, the newly made creatures descended a wide ramp beneath the raised platform, presumably on their way to hell.

      They climbed a set of steps onto the platform as Novi tried to ignore the slow parade of nightmares filing below it.

      “Remarkable, isn’t it?” Prima explained with almost matronly pride. “Each line produces four Taskers per hour. Soon, we will double that.”

      As they peered out in horror over the production floor, the hair stood up on Novi’s neck. Someone was watching them.

      She turned to see the windows of the observation room had gone from opaque to clear. It resembled a small theater, with rows of big, comfy seats occupied by people in business clothes. They rose and approached the glass with their mouths open, gawking at the spectacle below.

      Off to the side stood Garrett, hands folded behind him like an admiral on the prow of a galleon. He tapped a translucent display embedded in the glass.

      Novi grabbed Owen’s hand and sucked in breath as his all-too-familiar voice boomed over the production floor.

      “Hello, Noviah. Hello, Owen. Welcome to TM-1.”
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      The pair of Charlies ushered Gabe to a small bedroom, where he spent an entire day alone with his thoughts. There was nothing to do, watch, or even read. For someone who’d grown up in the Reach, this was more uncomfortable than he cared to admit.

      At some point, the door finally opened, and the Charlies ordered him to change into a dark, tailored suit hanging in the closet. Gabe worried they would watch him as he did it and find the syringes, but they left him alone. If anything, the new pair of shoes hid them even better. After three attempts tying his tie, it was good enough to give the door a rap, signaling he was ready.

      The Charlies led him down a short series of hallways and through two secured doors before arriving at a third, unmarked door at a dead end. They stopped just short of it, blocking any retreat. He turned back to them.

      “Go on. Your father’s expecting you,” said one, nodding toward the door.

      Gabe knew what was at stake and what Cytocorp planned to do. Would his father be suspicious of him now?

      The syringes were tucked in his shoe between his heel and his ankle. If it affected his gait, the Charlies didn’t seem to notice. His Synth was working overtime to slow his heart. Up until now, injecting his father with the compound was only theoretical. Now it was real as shit. Did he really have the nerve to do this?

      He opened the door and stepped inside.

      The internationals sat in large chairs inside a small theater with his father performing down front. A hologram of the Agar facility in the Burn hovered over them as an uneasy tension permeated the air.

      When the door clicked shut behind Gabe, all heads pivoted toward him. His father’s face brightened.

      “Ah, Gabriel, you’re here,” he said, motioning him inside. “You all remember my son, don’t you?”

      Gabe sheepishly raised his hand in greeting. They nodded back, clearly confused by his attendance. His father placed his hand on his shoulder, giving it a rough rub.

      He’d only get one shot at this, which meant he needed to be patient. It shouldn’t kill him, but it could.

      “I trust your travels were pleasant,” he said through a tight-lipped smile. “You’re just in time for the big reveal.”

      He tapped a display embedded in the glass, and the opaque bank of glass behind him turned clear, exposing a gigantic production floor. The internationals rose from their seats to gawk at the creatures busily working below them.

      “What in god’s name …” muttered Bain, the Canadian PM.

      “We call them Taskers,” Sharpe explained. “Sentient synthetics that can be bioprogrammed to work nonstop. All they need is Agar.”

      “What do you mean, ‘sentient?’” asked Archer warily.

      Below them sat an elevated platform where Prima awaited with Novi and Owen. Gabe felt a wave of relief to see them both unharmed, though he couldn’t imagine what his father had planned.

      “They know they exist. Everything else is bioprogramming.”

      Their horrified expressions left little question as to their misgivings about this. Even Brazil’s Otero and Germany’s Reistrom were creeped out. Liu and Sokolov stood with their hands in their pockets, clearly more intrigued than the others.

      “Taskers could complete your wall in months, President Liu. Then they could move on to dams. Bridges. Build, demolish … whatever you need.”

      While Liu chewed on his lip, Archer gave a shudder and turned to Sharpe, her lips drawn tightly across her pinched little face.

      “I’ve seen enough,” she declared. “Whatever this is, Great Britain wants no part of it.”

      “Nor does India,” affirmed Dr. Hanni.

      “Or South Korea,” added Kang.

      Bain, Middleton, and Marchand declared likewise, demanding they be returned to the airfield in Pacifica immediately.

      Sharpe smirked. “I’m sorry you feel that way.”

      A look of deep worry crossed Archer’s face. She marched to the door and found it locked.

      “Let us out this instant!”

      “We’ll bring everyone back as soon as the presentation has concluded,” Sharpe said, smiling pleasantly. “Now, if you don’t mind …” he gestured back toward the windows.

      Realizing she wasn’t going anywhere, Archer stiffly returned to the bank of windows, as far from Sharpe as it was possible to get.

      “On the platform below us, you’ll recognize my Director of Intelligence, Prima. The two recently apprehended terrorists with her have volunteered to help demonstrate the true value of the Synthiont.” He activated the external speaker. “Hello, Noviah. Hello, Owen. Welcome to TM-1.”
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      Elle consulted the chart of pass window estimates for the ancient amateur radio satellite called SO-50, then glanced down at her old Administrator watch. The Dome Project logo used to fill her with pride, but now it turned her stomach sour. Still kept time like a champ, though.

      She blew out a long exhale and brushed a tendril of hair from her forehead.

      Bruce, Spencer, and Stephen’s return from Phage Five was a relief, but it really only signaled the end of one problem and the start of another. What if they failed?

      According to the chart, the little box in low-Earth orbit would pass roughly overhead between 11:57 a.m. to 12:08 p.m. As soon as it was in range, they would transmit a 74 MHz tone for two seconds to arm the ten-minute timer on the repeater. Then, Bruce would let the satellite travel further east before broadcasting to ensure he reached all the Phage colonies at once.

      It all would’ve been so much easier if millions of Biodrones weren’t roaming the Seam, sniffing out signals.

      As they waited for Bruce and Spencer to return, a host of worst-case scenarios ran through her head. Spencer was killed by the gundrones guarding the Conduit. Bruce and Hayou were torn apart by wolves.

      But Bruce and Spencer both made it back in the hobbled rig, along with Owen’s dad. Bruce’s arm was in a sling, but thankfully, his dislocated shoulder was the extent of their injuries. Stephen had seemingly aged twenty years in reverse from the last time she’d seen him, the sedatives and toxins mostly flushed out of his system.

      Once they got squared away, Elle gathered the team for a full download on what transpired up north.

      Under the circumstances, Coleman and Arlo’s betrayal wasn’t hard to understand. Delivering Owen, Novi, and Gabe to Sharpe was a small price to pay for keeping their people alive. But forcing their hand had revealed the Hopper compound’s usefulness as a sort of weapon.

      Nobody, especially Elle, was crazy about the new plan to get close to Sharpe, but she agreed it was worth the risk. She worried about Gabe’s resolve when the time came, but she couldn’t know his mind.

      Besides, they had their own mission. Campus would activate the other Phage colonies, and in so doing, attract a few million bugs to Spencer’s installation on the mountain. If the reprogramming worked as designed, they’d be attacking the Company before they knew what was happening.

      While Bruce and Spencer were away, Elle had overseen the final defensive preparations, notably the bug-proofing of the old residential hall where they would hunker down during the broadcast. They had already moved everyone into the sublevel and taken inventory of their supplies in case they came under attack.

      Well-stocked outposts in the mountains awaited in case they had to split up. They had months of water and food in cans and jars stored in rooms with stout concrete walls, along with enough weapons and ammo to equip most of the colony. In any event, they wouldn’t go down without a fight.

      Everyone had pitched in. Kwame had gone over every square centimeter of the rigs. Byron made repairs on the solar panels and mended the netting that hid their crops. They couldn’t protect everything against a flash fire from the Biodrones, but they’d done all they could.

      And then there was Aaron.

      That kid deserved an award. After spending a week down in the Nexus with Spencer as they contacted the Domes, he stayed to ensure their evacuation plans were delivered. Bit by agonizing bit they trickled through, like filling a lake with an eyedropper. Elle couldn’t imagine anything more tedious or lonely.

      But the Domes had stopped working, and when Cytocorp shut down the Exchangers, they were prepared. Once their death Macros were destroyed, they could make their way outside, and when they did, the Phage would be waiting to teach them how to survive.

      All except Five, that is.

      As soon as Elle learned that their contact in Five, young Maggie McGann, had stopped responding to Aaron, she feared the worst. She told someone, who told the Authority, and found herself ensnared in a web of denial. It was the exact scenario she hoped to avoid.

      Maggie eventually returned to communicating with Aaron, but only a couple days before the Conduit mission, by which time Elle had begun to doubt whether Five would make it. The Authority had only relented because Maggie convinced them to drop the shield. As delicious as that moment must have been, the whole affair wasted time they didn’t have. If Cytocorp brought it down on top of them before they administered the compound, they’d lose the signal, and it would be over.

      Aaron’s work was done, but he’d told all his contacts he’d stay with them until the end, and nothing would sway him from that promise.

      At 11 a.m. the next morning, everyone made their way into the basement of the old dorm and barred the doors. Elle, Bruce, Spencer, and Fran stood shoulder to shoulder on the grass outside Wentz Hall, the former administration building with the collapsed clock tower, and stared across the valley toward the distant mountaintop where the transmitter awaited.

      Spencer expected the transmitter would attract every Biodrone inside a hundred fifty kilometers, maybe more. Tens of millions of bugs, coming from all over the Seam. Some would pass right over them. By that time, they’d all be inside, but Elle still feared some tiny signal would give them away. Something they’d forgotten.

      The sensors that monitored Spencer’s equipment on the mountaintop used the same cabling as the radio itself. He’d checked the crude LED panel at least four times that morning, but by the way he was fidgeting, it was clear he wanted to check it yet again.

      “I’m gonna …” he began, motioning back toward the science hall. Elle waved him off and watched him trot away.

      Bruce slid his arm around Fran’s shoulder. She pressed her curly head into it and gave a sad smile.

      “I can’t believe this is it,” she said.

      “One way or the other,” said Bruce with a heavy sigh.

      Elle swallowed hard. “You guys should be proud of what you’ve done here,” she said, meeting the eyes of people she’d come to think of as family. “One way or the other.”

      “Too bad Dillard’s not here to see it.” Bruce nodded ruefully.

      “What would he say right now?” asked Elle.

      Bruce lacked the imagination to answer such a fanciful question. He looked pleadingly at Fran.

      She immediately slid into her best Dillard impression. Her face squinched and she deepened her voice. “It’s too soon to start going down on each other, but once we spring the Domes, drinks are on me!”

      Bruce and Elle howled with laughter, but Spencer cut them short. He came sprinting out of the building, his face peeled back in panic. They hurried over and met him halfway.

      “What is it?” Elle said. “What’s wrong?”

      “The sensors,” he said, panting. “Something’s wrong with the power.”

      Intact, reliable batteries were extremely hard to come by anymore. Though large portions of the little towns that dotted the valley were largely untouched by the Reclamation, Seam-dwellers still lived in the area, and they still scavenged. Could they have raided the installation?

      Most of Campus’ batteries came from old doomsday bunkers. They’d dedicated the very best ones to the transmitter, but at best they had thirty percent capacity and didn’t even get there without several days of unfiltered sunlight. The last couple days had been cloudy.

      Reprogramming the bugs required more power than the broadcast itself, but if it came down to it, the broadcast took priority.

      It was 11:06 now, and the pass window began at 11:57. They could jump in the rig and be at the trailhead inside thirty minutes, but it was half an hour’s hike to the installation. Even running up the mountain, it would be tight.

      “I’m driving,” said Elle.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          47

        

      

    

    
      Sharpe smiled down at Noviah and Owen as he activated the holo-displays on the raised platform. They blinked to life, surrounding them in translucent images. They turned in a slow circle to take it all in.

      “Who is that? What’s going on?” Archer demanded, her hands pressed anxiously to the glass.

      He tapped the controls on the window and the images straightened into a wide shot of the vast storage are one level down, which extended a good distance upriver. Row upon row of Taskers stood shoulder to shoulder in perfect lines, sensor-eyes staring straight ahead as the camera dollied across.

      Noviah and Owen backed up to the railing while Prima stood stoically off to the side, simply watching. Noviah looked over her shoulder at him with a scowl.

      Archer’s small, wrinkly hand flew to her chest. “Good god almighty …”

      Sharpe smirked and quartered back to the others, lined up tight to the glass. “We’ve been hard at work. Approximately four hundred thousand Taskers stand at the ready.”

      “Ready for what?” Archer pleaded.

      “I’m glad you asked.” He returned his gaze to the platform. “Cytocorp never forced a single person to live in the Cities. Some chose to remain in what we call the Seam, between the Cities and the Burn. Once the Reclamation was complete, we had no further use for these areas, so we left them alone.

      “Unfortunately, we’ve become the target of unprovoked attacks and espionage by a terrorist organization called the Phage. You’re looking at two of their operatives.”

      Noviah turned fully to him, jabbing her finger as she spat curses in his direction. Thanks to the room’s soundproofing, no one could hear her unless he activated the mic.

      “What do they want?” asked Sokolov, who had crushed more than his share of uprisings.

      “What do insurgents and zealots always want? To roll back the clock.” He gave a rueful shake of his head. “Such a fearful way to live.”

      “Surely you don’t need this … synthetic army to deal with a handful of terrorists,” said Sokolov.

      “They’re not terrorists!” cried Gabriel.

      Sharpe silenced him with a stare.

      “We’ve been dealing with these ideologues for millennia. Destroying one merely creates another. It has to stop.”

      “You can’t change people,” Sokolov declared.

      A delicious grin formed on his face. “Oh, but we can.”

      He enabled the external microphone.

      “My apologies, Noviah. You were saying?”

      “We’re not terrorists. Cytocorp is the terrorist! Don’t listen to his lies!”

      “She’s telling the truth!” yelled Gabriel.

      “Enough!” Sharpe hissed. “I apologize for Gabriel. He’s been through quite an ordeal. As I was saying, the girl is one of the only people to receive the latest Synthiont. The young man with her is her lover. She’d never harm him. But what if we could redirect her anger toward him?”

      He reached in his pocket and removed the Tuner, Prima’s clever device that could take over Noviah’s motor functions. As she continued to scream invective up at him, he tapped the Tuner and seized control of her cerebellum. Her accusatory finger froze in place as her muscles trembled, fighting the takeover. Her face twisted into a mix of anger and confusion as she struggled to move.

      On cue, freshly minted Taskers from the lines stopped descending into storage and collected around the bottom of the steps, blocking any escape.

      The same boyish delight that overcame Sharpe when he took control of Eliason washed over him anew. He wasn’t just playing god — he was one.

      Just as Owen moved toward Noviah to help, Sharpe made her attack. Her fists balled at her sides, a quick roundhouse connected with Owen’s jaw, knocking him back against the railing. His eyes peeled wide with shock as he stumbled away, his hand flying to his bloody lip.

      Sharpe could barely hide his pleasure at being her puppet master. She was strong, too, which made it that much better.

      “Dad, no!” screamed Gabe. “Stop this!”

      So much of this Phage nonsense had been on her account. He should’ve killed her a long time ago, but this was worth the wait.

      Prima continued standing to the side, watching with keen interest.

      “The Synthiont allows remote access to the mind and body of the host. In most cases, this is unnecessary. But malcontents like Noviah here often need a nudge in the right direction.”

      Another tap bathed her brain in serotonin. Her whole body relaxed, and she steadied herself, apparently woozy, against the railing. Bloodied, Owen stumbled to her aid. He flipped the controls back and made her kick him squarely in the stomach. He crumpled onto the floor in a heap.

      “Noviah here has a long history of subversive behavior. Once, we would’ve waste time trying to rehabilitate her, but the Synthiont enables a more direct intervention.”

      “Sharpe, that’s enough!” protested Archer. “This is madness!”

      He’d hoped to reach the end of his demonstration before it came to this. Appeals to logic so rarely carried the day. Oh, well. Noviah could wait. He silenced the mic and turned back to face the group, leaving Noviah frozen in place.

      “No, Gwendolyn, madness would be if I told you that at this very moment, millions of biosynthetic insects called Hypoflies lie dormant in your countries’ waterways. Madness would be loading those Hypoflies with an airborne hemorrhagic fever we engineered. But true madness would be to think I’m bluffing.”

      She stared at him, mouth agape. The same Biodrones currently deployed to spy on these countries had deposited dormant Hypoflies in lakes and rivers around the globe. All he needed to do was send a coded satellite signal and clouds of them would rise from the water, tiny flying bullets that would pierce the skin and deliver the pathogen.

      “You can’t be serious,” said Hanni.

      “Sure, he is,” said Sokolov, his tone a mix of admiration and disappointment. “This was always his plan.”

      Sharpe smiled at Sokolov. Of all of them, he knew he’d understand.

      “Most of you are already dealing with multiple health crises. A deadly, fast-spreading pathogen on top of that would be devastating.”

      Ashigaru, red-faced with rage, stormed up to him.

      “This is extortion!” he spat, huffing and puffing like some rabid mutt.

      “Yes. And I’ll admit, it’s a shitty way to rekindle a relationship. But CAINN has run every scenario imaginable, and this is how we move forward. Together. I don’t want to release a new plague, but I will if it means saving the human race.”

      Reistrom’s face reddened, one eye twitching. “I’d tread very carefully if I were you, Mr. Sharpe. Germany is more than capable of defending itself against you and your perverse ambitions.”

      How were they still not getting it?

      “Let me lay it out for you, Marcus. CAINN has been absorbing and analyzing every imaginable human variable for over a century. This is the only scenario in which we survive. We had seven thousand years to get civilization right, and not only did we fail repeatedly, but we killed half the fucking planet in the process. Cytocorp technology is the only reason we’re still here at all.”

      “And what happens,” began Kang, “when your technology decides it’s learned all it can from us? What’s to stop it from taking control of this inhuman army?”

      Sharpe rolled his eyes. Did he really believe they didn’t have safeguards in place? “CAINN needs fresh behavioral data to function, like a shark needs to swim. If anything, it would prefer more of us, not fewer. So, unless there are any further objections, I believe it’s time to talk terms.”

      It was wiry, proud Ashigaru who made the first move. But the moment he lunged for Sharpe, the Protector that was tucked up into the shadows of the ceiling dropped down between them, raising the spiked end of one leg within centimeters of his terrified face. He backpedaled so quickly that he fell on his ass.

      Sharpe patted the Tasker on its bulbous head and sighed as he gazed pityingly down at Ashigaru.

      “We call this model the Protector. Now, where was I?”
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      The rig skidded to a stop, a plume of dust enveloping them. Elle checked her old windup watch. 11:28. If they hauled ass, they could reach the installation but only if they had the stamina to make it up the hill in record time. Since neither of them were exactly superathletes, it was a tall order.

      Spencer jumped out, threw on the pack with his tools inside, and charged up the trail with Elle at his heels. She’d only made the hike once but quickly found it steeper than she remembered.

      By the time the installation came into view, sweat dripped from her clothes and she could barely put one leg in front of the other. Poor Spencer might topple over.

      They pushed through the door of the concrete shack at the base of the tower at 11:49, meaning Bruce had already armed the rickety old satellite hurtling through space. Somewhere just to the west and six hundred kilometers up, it waited to fire up its repeater and rebroadcast Bruce’s message to the rest of the Phage that the time had come.

      Spencer dropped to his knees and began testing the output of his battery array, shaking his head in frustration. “No, no, no … come on!”

      The weather had been irritatingly sunny since they arrived at Campus a couple months ago, yet thick, rainless clouds now blanketed the valley. Without enough direct sunlight, the panels couldn’t fully charge the aging batteries.

      “What’s the matter?”

      He heaved a sigh and set his device down on the floor, frowning at the rows of batteries.

      “There’s not enough power to handle the broadcast and reprogram the bugs.” He pounded his fist against the concrete. “I should’ve seen this coming. Son of a bitch!”

      11:53.

      He got up off the floor with an assist from her, still shaking his head in despair. “We don’t know how long it’ll take the swarms to reach a critical mass. Once they do, we need to be damn sure there’s enough power to reprogram them, or we lose our best shot at crippling their comms.”

      11:55. Two minutes until the pass window started.

      Spencer stared at the battery array. Elle could practically see the wheels turning in his head. He turned back to her, his face ashen. A bead of sweat released from his forehead and carved a clean path down his dusty face.

      “There’s only one way this works.”

      “What is it?”

      “The two transmitters don’t need power at the same time. Once the broadcast ends, we can redirect all remaining power to the reprogramming sequence.”

      “I feel like there’s a ‘but’ coming.”

      “It can only be done manually.”

      He gave her a moment to consider the implications. The moment Bruce began broadcasting, millions of Biodrones would swarm the installation, primed to self-destruct. Phage Five’s tower had been turned to molten metal within minutes.

      But if the reprogramming worked, they would all zip toward Pacifica to attack the signal from the Cytospire.

      The choice was so clear, it wasn’t really a choice at all. Spencer was too important.

      “I’ll do it,” she said immediately. “Just show me what to do and I’ll do it.”

      “And if something goes wrong? I’m the only one who knows the whole system. It has to be me.”

      11:58. They were out of time. The satellite was now in reach and the window had opened. The clock was ticking.

      The door to the shack was metal but not particularly stout. It might hold up to the bugs or it might not. They couldn’t do much to concrete, but the mortar between the cinder blocks was old and cracked in places. Even if it protected him from the brunt of the attack, they’d bake him like a pie.

      And then there was the fire problem.

      They’d cleared away most of the dry undergrowth around the installation and dug a trench around it. But if the tower toppled, it would set off the whole mountain.

      “You’re sure there’s no other way?” She already knew the answer.

      “Yeah,” he said grimly. “I’m sure.”

      “Take this.” Elle dug in her pocket for the folded UV blanket she kept from the Dome. The aluminum-infused aramid fibers were made to reflect the sun’s rays in the event of a shield failure. As ludicrous as that now seemed, it still never left her pocket. She felt naked without it.

      Spencer chuckled as he took it. “I’ll be damned.”

      “Maybe it’ll help.”

      “Thank you.”

      The hour and minute hands on her old watch neatly overlapped. Bruce’s broadcast would begin in just a few minutes. Though it wasn’t in her nature, she threw her arms around Spencer, and they held each other for a long moment.

      “Good luck,” she said.

      “Get out of here, and don’t look back.”

      She nodded, fighting back tears, and ran for her life.

      Descending the trail was more treacherous than going up, especially carrying any speed. The tread of her ratty old boots was worn nearly smooth, and she slipped repeatedly, steadying herself against sticky ponderosa pines to stay upright.

      Halfway down, something whistled past her ear. She glanced at her watch. 12:04. Bruce’s broadcast was underway.

      The bugs had arrived.

      As she half slid down the rest of the trail, loose rocks and dirt cascading down ahead of her, a thin, high-pitched buzz gathered in the canopy of the towering trees. A quick glance over her shoulder revealed a dark, swirling shadow like a fast-moving rain cloud against the slate-gray sky.

      Elle’s heart slammed into her ribcage as she bolted downhill. Finally, the trees thinned out and she could make out the rig parked three hundred meters away. She spun around again and spotted the top of the tower burning white-hot against the steel-gray clouds. A moment later, it fell, and the brilliant white glow disappeared from view. A couple seconds later, it was replaced by the deep orange of flames, a billowing column of thick white smoke pouring into the air.

      The top of the mountain popped off like a match. It wouldn’t be long before it raced to the bottom.

      Elle bound over the last of the tangled trees in long strides, hoping like hell the next footfall didn’t turn a knee or ankle to bone meal. Finally, she emerged into the clearing where they’d left the rig. She jumped in and sped back down through the little wash and onto the grassy plain of the valley, only stopping once she was half a kilometer clear of the trees. She raised the rig to its full height and clambered up onto the roof.

      Though the entire top of the mountain was wreathed in flame, she could clearly see a massive, shimmering cloud of Biodrones streaking toward Pacifica like an angry river in the sky.
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      The sudden seizing of Novi’s muscles stole her breath. The moment she realized she no longer had control, she became a passenger in her own body. She froze, as much from the shock of it as the fact that her muscles no longer responded to her.

      The exact scenario she’d feared was happening. Right here, right now, in front of the whole world.

      Seeing her distress, Owen hastened toward her. Her fist involuntarily clenched slammed into his jaw. He stumbled back against the railing, horrified. Sharpe had turned her into a human marionette. Worse, she’d willingly come here.

      It was up to Gabe now.

      “The Synthiont allows us to access the mind and body of the host remotely,” Garret’s voice echoed throughout the vast warehouse. “Not a feature we like to use, but malcontents like Noviah here often need a nudge in the right direction.”

      The anger that had wound itself so tightly around her released all at once, and she was overcome by euphoric pleasure, like downing a whole bottle of Agar. The sudden, woozy pleasure of it sent her reeling. Owen came running back with a split lip.

      “Novi, talk to me!”

      But she couldn’t. Meanwhile, new Taskers coming off the line gathered in a widening circle around the base of the platform, their menacing, empty, black cyclops eyes staring up at them.

      Garrett peered down at her and grinned maniacally. “Noviah here has a long history of subversive behavior. Once, we would’ve waste time trying to rehabilitate her, but the Synthiont enables a more direct intervention.”

      Her body was no longer her own. It belonged to the Company now.

      “Novi, fight it. You have to–”

      Her leg shot out at him like an uncoiling spring, cratering his abdomen. He doubled over and fell.

      Prima yanked him to his feet and wrenched one arm behind his back. “Again!” she cried.

      Before she realized what was happening, Novi stepped toward him and her fists flew in a volley, connecting over and over with his face. Bruises bloomed like roses while bloody snot trickled from his nose. She wanted to die.

      Owen looked up at her, his face soft. “It’s okay. I know it isn’t you.” Ropy strands hung grotesquely from his lower lip.

      Still, his eyes forgave her. She would’ve chosen death over this.

      Suddenly, Prima gasped and looked up to Garrett. “Something’s wrong.”

      “What do you mean?” Garrett asked.

      “Biodrones are attacking the Cytospire.”

      Novi’s heart leapt. Spencer’s plan had worked!

      “What?” Garrett said, his voice strained with panic. “That’s impossible.”

      Suddenly, control returned to Novi’s limbs, the light in Prima’s eyes blinked out.

      Owen collapsed. Novi lunged at Prima just as CAINN returned to her body. She kicked Owen so hard he flew like a rag doll down the stairs, landing with a sickening thud at the feet of a Harvester.

      “Owen!” Novi cried.

      Prima looked up at Garrett and said, “I have to go.”

      “No!” cried Garrett through the loudspeaker.

      But Prima was already gone, as was their connection to the Spire. Garrett frantically tapped the display that enabled him to take control of Novi again, but he couldn’t. Her body and voice belonged to her again.

      Prima moved to leave, but Novi blocked her path. “Oh, no you don’t.”

      She balled her fist and put her whole body into a punch aimed at Prima’s pretty face, connecting with full force. She barely moved.

      Shit.

      Prima grabbed the front of Novi’s coveralls, lifted her clear of the platform, and threw her backwards down the steps, where she landed on Owen.

      “Ugh!” he grunted.

      She rolled off him and onto her feet, hoisting him up with her. He grimaced, his breathing labored.

      “You okay? We’ve gotta move.”

      The Taskers tightened around the base of the platform like a noose, apparently still obeying whatever command Garrett last sent them. Prima descended the steps and the phalanx parted for her, then immediately closed ranks behind her.

      “Where’s she going?” Owen asked.

      “I don’t know, but I’d say we’ve got bigger problems.”

      Harvesters loomed over them like a wall of trees, trapping them.

      “Noviah! What have you done?!” boomed Garrett’s voice.

      She looked up at him, thrilling at his panic. A Protector was crouched between him and the internationals, who crowded against the wall in fear. Gabe stood just behind Garrett’s right shoulder.

      “Your own Biodrones just turned the Spire to ash,” she said, her lips curling around the words. “It’s over.”

      “We’ll see about that.”

      She and Owen stood back-to-back, shuffling in a circle as they scanned for a way out.

      “I’m open to ideas here, O. Going through them doesn’t seem like an option.”

      Owen inched closer to a Protector and stared into its shiny sensor.

      “What if it is?” he said, a little too calmly.

      “What are you talking about?”

      “These things are based on Dad’s consciousness.”

      “Meaning …”

      “Meaning I don’t think they’ll hurt me.”

      “Are you insane?” Maybe her punches landed a bit too hard. “They’ll rip us to pieces.”

      “You got a better idea?” He grabbed her hand. “Stay close.”

      Owen took a cautious step toward two Harvesters in front of him with Novi pressed tightly to his back. Their sinewy muscles coiled, the slender fingers at the ends of their four arms clenching and unclenching, but they remained still.

      He glanced over his shoulder at her and squeezed her hand. “Just keep moving. Trust me.”

      One small step at a time, they inched between the tightly packed Taskers. Their taut bodies practically vibrated as though one misstep would incite them to attack, but they only turned to watch them pass.

      After a few minutes, Owen slipped between the trunk-like legs of a hulking Constructor like the ones she’d encountered in the Burn. All that remained between them and the door was the walkway they’d followed to the platform.

      The Taskers’ soulless black eyes remained fixed on them as they quickened their pace toward the door.

      “Are they following us?” Owen asked as they sprinted away.

      Novi glanced over her shoulder. “Doesn’t look like it.”

      A box fixed to the wall had a neatly coiled fire hose inside along with a stout ax. Novi popped it open and yanked the ax free.

      “Now let’s find Gabe and get the hell out of here.”
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      While Ashigaru frantically crab-walked away from the menacing Protector, Gabe lifted his heel and slipped the two syringes free, his thumb holding them tight to his palm.

      The internationals were plastered against the far wall, rightly terrified by the grotesque, six-legged bodyguard crouched at his father’s side. As long as it was there, he couldn’t get close. Maybe he’d programmed the Taskers not to harm him, but that was a big bet to make when he could wind up a human shish kebab.

      As his fingers curled around the injector, Sokolov pushed his way forward, halfway between Gabe and his father. He wasn’t tall, but his broad, angular shoulders and stout chest gave him the bearing of a much larger man.

      “Garrett … surely this technology isn’t what you give to your people.”

      “Of course not. It’s still in beta.”

      “He gave it to Yuri,” Gabe blurted.

      “What?” Sokolov’s head swiveled toward him, eyes burning.

      “It turns people into a big antenna.”

      “Gabriel, you don’t know what you’re talking about,” growled his father.

      “It’s true. That’s the price of having it.”

      Sokolov’s countenance fell. “I agreed to let you save his life with your technology. Not to turn him into a puppet.”

      He gave the big man a patronizing look. “Oh, relax, Anatoly. This was merely theater. I’d never do anything like that to Yuri.”

      “And your threat against Russia. Is that theater, too?!”

      “Oh, no. The Hypoflies are real, I assure you.”

      Sensing Sokolov’s aggression, the Protector tensed. Gabe had never seen one move before, but Novi said it was fast enough to dodge bullets and slice off your hand before you knew what was happening. If Sokolov made a move, he’d be skewered.

      Then again, it might give him the opening he needed.

      “CAINN designed the new Synth so it could take control of us whenever it wants,” Gabe said.

      His father’s glare was supposed to shut him up, but it couldn’t. Not anymore.

      “Did he tell you they killed hundreds, maybe thousands of people testing it?”

      Archer gasped, her hand flying to her chest. “What?”

      “They kidnapped people from the Seam and forced the Synth on them. You think CAINN wouldn’t do the same to your people?”

      “Gabriel!” hissed his father.

      But he wouldn’t stop. Not after all his father had done. All he was still trying to do.

      “And remember the Dome Project? Cytocorp cut them off and turned them into slaves for making Agar. They blew up Dome Six with a hundred thousand people inside. And they’re going to do the same to the other seven Domes. It’s just a matter of time.”

      His father backed slowly toward the door while the Protector crept directly between him and Sokolov. All at once, he dropped any pretense of civility. They would all see the true Garrett Sharpe now.

      “We did what we had to do,” he snarled. “While you lot were busy blowing each other up or fucking each other over, we prepared for the future. The real future. Join us or join the third world. Your call.”

      Sokolov had enough. In one smooth motion he pulled a small knife from under his belt buckle and charged at Garrett.

      He barely got a step before the Protector raised its knife-like leg and swiped, piercing his forearm like a toothpick through an hors d’oeuvre. It continued its downward arc, pinning Sokolov to the ground so forcefully that Gabe heard his shoulder pop out of the socket.

      This was his chance.

      He darted past the Protector before it could pull its leg out of Sokolov’s pinned arm. His father whirled just in time to watch him bury the needles in the hollow of his neck. He swung his arm hard across, knocking Gabe back into the first row of seats.

      Shock and hurt splashed across his father’s face as he ripped the needles out of his neck. He regarded them with disgust before whipping them angrily into the corner. Whether the compound just deactivated his Synth or killed him on the spot, Gabe no longer cared. He was a monster, and monsters didn’t deserve mercy, not even from their own sons.

      “Gabe? What have you done?” he hissed, steadying himself against the open door.

      “What was necessary.”

      “Gabriel, look out!” shouted Archer.

      The Protector ripped its leg out of Sokolov’s arm, dripping with blood, and gathered itself into a ball before it sprang, two scythe-like legs aimed at his chest. He dove under the attack at the last moment, one of the sharp legs gouging his upper left arm as it sailed over him into the theater seats.

      Meanwhile, his father broke for the door. He threw it open, bumping hard against the jamb as he stumbled out into the hallway. The Protector scrambled to right itself, ripping more holes in the seat backs as it raced to follow.

      Archer helped Gabe to his feet as he peered out the windows at the platform below. The Taskers encircling it remained, but Novi and Owen were gone.

      “Are you okay?” she asked.

      Gabe inspected his arm. A gash from his bicep to his tricep oozed blood, but it was superficial, and his Synth had already begun to clot it.

      “It’s not a big deal.”

      Hanni, a physician in her native India, was crouched over Sokolov, tending to his wound.

      “How do we get out of here?”

      He smiled and nodded over his shoulder. “Follow me.”
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      Gabe appeared at the end of the hallway holding his upper left arm, the sleeve soaked with blood. Novi dashed to him.

      He had a ragged, but shallow gash in his arm that had already scabbed over. It looked worse than it was. As far as she knew, the kid had never even skinned a knee.

      “What the hell happened?”

      “I got Dad with the compound, but a Protector got me. I don’t know where they went.”

      Panic seized her as she looked anxiously down the hall. Garrett was supposed to drop to the ground like the Charlies had. He must not have gotten a full dose in.

      “What about the internationals?” she asked as Owen caught up to them.

      “They were just behind me. Sokolov’s hurt pretty bad.”

      From outside came the whine of aircraft engines firing up.

      “You think you can fly a real Scorpion?” she asked Gabe.

      “Oh, yell yeah,” he said with a little too much enthusiasm.

      “Wait … what?” said Owen.

      A collection of hurried footsteps came from behind them. They spun to see the group of world leaders emerge from the hallway. Sokolov’s arm was in a bloody sling made from the sari of the Eastern-looking woman at his side. Blood dripped from the cloth around his elbow. A crisply dressed Asian man and a short, fierce-looking older woman led the pack.

      “Gabriel?” asked the woman in an authoritative British accent. She recognized Novi from the platform and hurried to her. “Good heavens, dear, are you okay?”

      “I’m fine,” Novi said.

      “Yuri …” mumbled Sokolov, his pale face covered in a sheen of sweat.

      “I need medical supplies,” urged the Eastern woman. “Quickly.”

      “I don’t suppose any of you can fly,” said Gabe.

      The Asian man in front gave a tight nod and smirked. “I was a pilot in the South Korean navy.”

      Novi nodded toward the landing pad. “Take the Centipede. There should be medical supplies on board. We’re going after G–”

      A thin sound from behind the internationals stopped her. A blink later, a spiny leg shot through the center of a small, nattily dressed man’s chest at the back of the group. A look of shocked confusion crossed his face. The Protector withdrew its dagger-like leg. He was dead before he hit the floor.

      “Marchand!” screamed the British woman.

      “Run!!” Novi cried, pushing the internationals toward the door as she hefted the ax.

      They bolted for the door. The Protector dropped into a low crouch, scuttling back and forth like a crab, as though daring them to attack.

      “Gabe, Owen, get to the Scorpion,” she said. “I’ll be right there.”

      “You heard her,” Owen said to Gabe. “Go.”

      Novi’s grip tightened around the handle. “You really think it won’t hurt you?”

      “You really think I’d leave you either way?”

      Gabe followed the internationals outside. The Protector sprang after him, but Novi swung the ax in a wide circle, slicing off the lower half of one leg. Pale blue fluid gushed from the stump it as it backed away.

      Owen scrambled to the other side of the creature, but it ignored him and launched at Novi. She swung the ax again, but it dodged the blow and jabbed at her, delivering a jolt of pain to her lower right abdomen. A deep puncture bloomed blood through her shirt.

      “Novi!” Owen screamed.

      She dropped the ax and fell to her knees, holding the wound with both hands. Blood oozed through her fingers and onto the floor. Her Synthiont, low on Agar, was slow to react.

      This was how it ended for her — watching her own distorted reflection in the sensor-eye of an unnatural killing machine. Seemed about right.

      The Protector raised its legs to finish her off. As much as she wanted to meet the moment bravely, she tightly closed her eyes. A millisecond later, the wet sound of rending flesh met her ears. It could only be the sound of her own death.

      Only it wasn’t.

      When the pain didn’t come, she opened one eye to find the creature nearly cloven in half. Owen stood over it, his strong hands curled around the handle of the ax as he brought it down over and over again with a feral scream until it lay in an unrecognizable heap.

      As her wits returned, Novi remembered the Protector’s weapon of last resort — a belly full of Hypoflies. She clambered to her feet and stomped on it with the heel of her boot until its insides were mush and nothing could possibly be left inside that could hurt them. At one point, she nearly slipped in the Protector paste, but Owen dropped the ax and caught her.

      “Okay, I think we killed it,” he said. “Time to go.”

      Outside, the Scorpion’s engines spun up. Owen put his arm around her and helped her through the outer doors as she limped, doubled over, toward the Scorpion as the Centipede, which had just taken off, climbed straight up.

      Before she climbed in, her eyes shot fearfully toward the dam, wondering why the Charlie guards weren’t shooting at them. But they weren’t along the dam — they were seated in a cluster at the edge of the landing pad, held by gunpoint by a dozen men from Phage Five. Arlo was among them.

      “Do you see Garrett?” she shouted over the engines.

      “He didn’t come out this way. A Scorpion took off from over there and headed due north,” Arlo shouted, pointing to the other side of a nearby rise. Of course, he had a getaway plan. “You’d better hurry.”

      She nodded as Owen pulled her inside and shut the door behind them.

      “We’re in!” he said to Gabe. “Hit it!”

      Novi lifted her hands off the gash in her abdomen. The bleeding had stopped, but it still hurt like a bitch. Until she could get more Agar, nothing would soothe her like seeing Garrett go down in flames.
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      Any doubts Owen had about Gabe’s ability to pilot a Scorpion faded shortly after takeoff. The craft rose straight up, pivoted northward with an expert tap of the stick, and took off like a shot.

      “Aw yeah, baby!” Gabe exclaimed, slapping his thigh with glee. It reminded Owen of his first experience riding in a Skelrig. “You can’t simulate acceleration like this!”

      He shared Gabe’s exuberance about flying, and speed was key now. Sharpe had a significant head start but going north likely meant he was headed to Dome Five. They only knew its location from an ancient paper map back at Campus. Gabe couldn’t find it on any of the nav screens, but if they could find the upper Columbia, they could find Five.

      Whether an autopilot or Sharpe himself flew his Scorpion, they couldn’t know for sure. Even if Gabe didn’t get a full dose of the compound injected, he’d be in serious physical distress.

      “Hold up,” Gabe said, pointing at the radar. “I think I’ve got him.”

      Sharpe’s Scorpion had just entered the scopes at a lower altitude. They were gaining on him fast.

      Up ahead, they spotted where the Columbia widened into Banks Lake, the one with the big island. That meant Dome Five should be just northeast. If he squinted, he could just discern the gentle curve of the roof through the hazy air.

      “Faster,” he urged from the passenger seat. If the Five hadn’t disabled their Macros yet, a well-aimed shot at the Apex array would kill them instantly. With Pacifica’s Agar reserves likely full, Sharpe would do it out of spite.

      “About time you caught up.” Sharpe’s voice sounded strained as it came through the radio, followed by a dry cough. The Hopper compound was deconstructing his Synth, molecule by agonizing molecule.

      “I’m in a perfect firing position, Dad,” Gabe said. “I don’t want to shoot you down.”

      “Very impressive, Gabriel. I keep underestimating you. I don’t suppose you’d care to tell me what you … injected me with.”

      “Secret recipe,” spat Novi. “You’re about to find out what it feels like for your Synth to die.”

      A long pause as Sharpe realized they were with Gabe, and had escaped his Tasker trap. “Noviah … why am I not surprised?”

      “The Spire’s down and Globalists are filling the streets,” Novi sneered. “Your dream’s as dead as your Synthiont’s about to be.”

      Dome Five came fully into view, the late afternoon sun glinting off the roof. Its aesthetics differed from that of Six, notably a swooping metal ribbon in the shape of a saddle. It never occurred to Owen they might not look the same.

      Gabe’s lower lip trembled. Could he blow his own father out of the sky if it came to it?

      “Enjoy your glorious revolution while it … lasts. You haven’t stopped anything.” He groaned in pain.

      Gabe flicked open the trigger guard. “Dad, please don’t do this. I’m right on top of you.”

      “Oh …” Sharpe began, as though having some big realization, then guffawed. “You think I’m coming to take out the array.”

      Owen frowned at Gabe. Why was Sharpe heading this way in a warplane if not to do precisely that?

      “Sorry to disappoint you, but this particular Scorpion isn’t even armed. I hoped you’d follow so you’d have a clear view.”

      “A clear view of what?” Gabe asked.

      “This.”

      Owen sensed what would happen a fraction of a second before it did, his gasp coming as the initial charges in the Dome’s immense roof raced around in a widening spiral. Pop-pop-pop-pop. Between the Scorpion’s hermetic cabin and the hum of the engine, they barely heard anything.

      “No!!” he screamed, pounding his fist against the door.

      Dome Five’s roof collapsed in on itself in a cloud of aluminum and graphene, followed shortly by the charges embedded in the Towers. They collapsed onto the Agora in a twisted heap.

      The last they heard from Aaron, everyone was down in the Stores, but that was a couple days ago. They couldn’t know whether their Macros had been destroyed yet. If not, they were all dead.

      Tears of rage streamed down Owen’s cheeks.

      “Wow,” said Sharpe, coughing. “Simply spectacular!”

      Gabe sat at the controls, shellshocked, like he didn’t really believe his father could do what he’d just done. He turned to Novi, the realization of what he must do playing grimly across his face.

      The cloud of gray dust from Five’s collapse billowed into the sky, carried slowly off to the northeast by the wind.

      “I can do it,” Novi offered, reaching toward the trigger.

      “No.” Gabe brushed her off. “It should be me.”

      “Your sad little uprising can only last as long as our Agar reserves, which we’ll be able to stretch once we exile the people in the streets,” Sharpe said. “I doubt they’ll fare as well as you, Noviah.”

      Sharpe’s Scorpion had no weapons and hadn’t made any effort to evade or escape them. Was he just calling Gabe’s bluff, or did he have a death wish? It didn’t seem like him.

      Gabe locked on.

      “I’m sorry, Dad,” Gabe said, his eyes glassy. “You brought this on yourself.”

      He fired. Two missiles, bright as the sun, released from under the wings and rocketed toward the defenseless aircraft.

      They exploded in a brilliant blue shockwave as Gabe banked left to avoid the debris cloud. Owen’s eyes flew to the rear camera view to see the remainder of the burning fuselage tumble onto the grassland below and disintegrate in a ball of flame.

      Gabe exhaled and closed his eyes. Novi gave his arm a reassuring squeeze.

      “Put it down over there,” said Owen, pointing to a stand of trees. “We’re going in.”
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      Sharpe removed the small headset he’d used to control the decoy Scorpion and grimaced. The initial icy blast of whatever Gabe injected him with had given way to heat like fire in his veins. Noviah said his Synth was dying, which could only mean the Phage had found Hopper’s research, succeeding where he had failed.

      No matter. It was time he received the new version anyhow.

      After the Scorpion’s camera feed blinked out, it was all Sharpe could do to keep his mouth shut. It would’ve been so deeply satisfying to reveal to Noviah and his backstabbing son that the aircraft was a decoy. But there was nothing to be gained from tipping his hand. If the Phage thought him dead, so much the better.

      Without CAINN in her head, Prima had reverted to her basic personal-assistant bioprogramming. Her dark eyes were vacant now, like piss holes in snow. Such a disappointment. She grabbed the go-bag he’d assembled with the new Synth and a month’s supply of Agar, then helped him to his feet and followed him into the hidden elevator that led to the Vacupod platform.

      He really had underestimated Gabriel. Whether getting close to him was part of the Phage’s plan all along or they’d merely gotten lucky, he’d never know, but he had to give them credit. And how the hell did Noviah and Owen get past the Taskers when they were programmed to attack at the slightest touch?

      It didn’t matter now. His Synth was slowly dying, and he might soon need medical attention. The nearest autodoc was at the High Executive retreat, a heavily fortified refuge atop Mt. Hood. Until he got a sitrep from Gonzales, it was the safest place anyway.

      Prima opened the door of the waiting pod and helped him inside.

      “High Executive retreat,” he said. “Authorization Sharpe, X85J.”

      The system set his destination and eased the pod into the launch tube. A minute later, they’d passed beneath the river and built speed toward the mountain. It would only take ten minutes or so.

      Being familiar with the stages of deactivation didn’t make the reality easier to stomach. Earlier, his entire body was convulsing with shivers, but now he was on fire. Until his body took over for his dying Synthiont, his metabolic rate and body temperature would seesaw between freezing and burning until he could rest and recover.

      Even if this killed him, it wouldn’t matter in the grand scheme. CAINN would choose a worthy successor, the Regency would rubber-stamp it, and everything would continue as planned. If the internationals didn’t come back to the table, the Hypoflies would be activated one country at a time — probably starting with the UK just to spite that bitch Archer.

      Rachel wouldn’t miss him for a week or two. In fact, she was probably marching with the Globalists at that very moment. If so, she would suffer the same fate as them.

      No Spire meant no Reach, which was at least as big a problem as the Globalists that were currently turning his beautiful Pacifica into a shabby echo of the Time Before. Once they rolled out the new Synth to the Cities, the days of uprisings and protests would be behind them. Hearts and minds would fall into glorious alignment.

      But that was still far off. Giving the new Synth to low-level Charlies was the final stage of beta testing, by which time they’d need to be ready for mass production. The first waves of foreign elites would follow shortly thereafter, filling the vacancies left by Globalists who woke up on the wrong side of the wall.

      For now, though, he had to look after himself.

      The Vacupod slowed, eventually coasting to a gentle stop in front of the platform under the retreat. He was so weak by that point that Prima had to practically lift him free of the pod and carry him into the elevator with her.

      The Prima he’d come to know wasn’t there anymore. Without CAINN to bring her exotic beauty to life, she was little more than a fancy BioBuddy, only able to execute her native programming as a personal assistant. Her simple Tasker brain couldn’t produce speech.

      When the door opened into the retreat’s lavish central rotunda, he was actually heartened to find it empty. If the other High Execs hadn’t left the city yet, then maybe Gonzales had this silly revolution already in hand.

      If push came to shove, the new Synth could pull him back from the brink of death, just as it had with Yuri. While he recovered at the retreat, he’d stay in touch with his people and monitor the situation in the city. Maybe he’d even invite families out for a little soiree. After a disruptive few months, it would be cathartic.

      Even pumped full of pain meds, the first night was brutal. The autodoc kept him on fluids as he thrashed about, Prima standing impassively next to the bed to give him water or empty his bedpan. By midnight, the autodoc reported his Synth as being eighty-five percent degraded, but something told him the last fifteen percent would be the worst.

      And he was right.

      In the morning, the autodoc’s diagnostics indicated he’d been shocked back to life twice during the night, his heart struggling to fill the void left by the Synth that had snaked through his cardiac muscle. He didn’t remember any of it. Only the feeling of being hollowed out.

      Not until the end of day two did the autodoc return a clean scan. His old Synth was well and truly dead, and he might not be far behind if he had to rely on his own immune system for long. Fortunately, that wouldn’t be necessary.

      He instructed Prima about what to do before, during, and after the installation procedure. All she could do was nod dumbly. At least he could admit to himself that he missed CAINN’s company.

      Of course, even if the Spire could still transmit, CAINN had no way to get back to her. The retreat was connected to the Northern Cities via a dedicated hardline, completely firewalled from CAINN. This was by design, in case the protocols designed to keep CAINN under control somehow failed.

      Later that evening, Prima brought him a box containing a new one. After securing the straps about his wrists and ankles, she plucked the smooth blue pearl out of its recess and held it out for him. He parted his lips, and she slipped it into his mouth.

      “Under no circumstances are you to leave this room,” he said, and Prima nodded.

      He swallowed, and a shortly thereafter, fell into a chemical sleep.
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      The poor bastards they’d taken from the Skel for alpha testing of the new Synth reported feeling traumatized upon waking, like they’d been visited by a nightmare so visceral it left them physically and mentally drained.

      Sharpe woke with a similar feeling. The cuffs around his wrists and ankles were still in place, but his skin was red and raw from where he’d obviously thrashed against them. As expected, he had no memory of it.

      More than anything, he was aware of a deep and pervasive hunger. The new Synth was thirsty, especially during the first few days of propagation. A nearly empty IV bag of Agar hung over his head. As his vision cleared, he found Prima standing still in the shadows beside the door.

      “My restraints, Prima,” he said, and she dutifully released them.

      A sharp, electric tingle ran up and down his limbs as the Synth snaked its way through his body, forming the connections that would forever bind it to him. He sat up with difficulty, swung his legs down onto the floor, and shakily stood.

      Exhaustion and weakness had given way to a new strength in his bones. He hadn’t intended on taking the new Synth himself until the beta phase was complete, but he wasn’t concerned. Perhaps his recovery would coincide with the roundup of the Globalists so he could personally oversee their exile. Until then, he’d have to ride it out here.

      “More Agar, Prima,” he croaked, wishing like hell she could talk. The next model would have it as an option.

      She retrieved a fresh bag from the satchel and replaced it. A minute later, more of it was flowing into him. If he ran out before the situation in Pacifica had settled, he’d have T&D load up a Vacupod and send it his way.

      His curiosity about the Globalists finally got the better of him. Ditto for the internationals, who surely had found their way back home by now. He swung his legs off the bed, grabbed the IV stand, and shuffled to the comm room.

      When the screen flicked on over the console, Sharpe did not see the Ops Center or any room he recognized. In fact, it looked like it was taken outside. The top of a girl’s head sat near at the bottom of the frame.

      A girl with purple hair.

      When she raised her head, it covered half the screen and was out of focus. After a moment, she backed up and the image sharpened.

      Noviah.
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      “You were out for quite a while. I was starting to wonder,” Novi said.

      Garrett squinted at her, his addled mind apparently running through a million different scenarios that would put her face on his screen.

      “How are you doing this?”

      She thumbed over her shoulder. “Turns out my friend Coleman here used to handle network security back in Easton. Of course, you probably knew that.”

      Gabe knew all about the retreat on Mt. Hood and correctly assumed that’s where Garrett was headed. By then, Coleman was well enough to join them and tunnel into its local network.

      “Anyway,” Novi continued, “He went to the trouble of spoofing the sensor data so it looks like nobody’s here. The electronic locks are all engaged, by the way, so don’t waste your precious energy trying to escape. And you obviously know the windows are unbreakable. I heard CAINN shut down the whole Vacupod system, too. It’s not looking good in Pacifica.”

      “What do you want, Noviah? You want me to leave your little group to eke out a living in the Seam? Consider it done. Our plans don’t need to concern you.”

      “What do I want?” she spat. “I want this fucking thing out of me.”

      “That’s not possible.”

      “Bullshit.”

      He shook his head. “It’s true. CAINN designed the new Synth molecule by molecule. Your body can’t distinguish it from its own cells. And neither can Hopper’s compound.”

      Her lips pursed, trembling. “I don’t believe you.”

      “It’s a part of us both now. The lines between the biological and the synthetic have finally been erased. Don’t you see? We stand at the very frontier of science.”

      She grimaced, quartering away from the camera with a murderous glare. “This isn’t part of me. It’s only a part of you. No, scratch that — it’s all of you. Artificial and shitty.”

      “You’re fighting the wrong fight, Noviah. Listen to me.” He leaned forward. “We created something smarter than we could ever be ourselves. CAINN can help us evolve. It’s how we survive.”

      She might not feel the bile rising in her stomach, but that didn’t mean it wasn’t there. “No, it’s how you survive. At least, it was. Once you run out of Agar, I give you two, maybe three days before you go insane or kill yourself.”

      His eyes peeled back in horror. “Nov–”

      She cut the connection and heaved a sigh. Owen opened his arms and pulled her into a hug.

      “You’re sure he can’t get out?” he asked. “Not even with Prima there?”

      She turned to Coleman, who gave a confident nod, and said, “He ain’t going anywhere.”

      Novi’s face brightening. “Great, then let’s go.”

      Coleman crutched over to the Scorpion where Gabe awaited. He fired it back up when he saw them coming and cracked the door as Novi passed.

      She gave him a sympathetic look. “You okay?”

      “Yeah,” he murmured.

      “He’s still your dad. If you’re not okay with this, we’ll figure something else out.”

      “No. Not after what he did.”

      Novi nodded at her brother, then handed her satchels to Owen, who had climbed in behind Coleman. She got in and slid the door closed behind her, buckling herself in. Owen took her hand and smiled. She gave it a hard squeeze as the plane lifted off.
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      Despite all they’d seen and heard from the Phage, and the world-changing truth of what they saw with their own eyes outside, a small, but growing faction of Dome Five’s citizens still didn’t trust it. Comprising mostly FPC workers — historically, a distrusting and malcontented lot — the holdouts had clustered near the main steps that led up to the Agora as though the Authority would decide to call the whole thing off and order everyone back to work.

      Maggie wanted to personally grab each of them by their shirts and talk sense to them. For all anyone knew, Cytocorp could kill them all with the flip of a switch. The compound was proven safe, and while Medics and Technicians worked feverishly to produce and administer it to everyone, these nitwits were standing on some weird principle.

      Early on, however, Guthrie said he wouldn’t force the treatment on anyone. That would only stoke fears it was some kind of trick, he said, and Ingliss agreed. When the holdouts sent a representative to tell Guthrie they would refuse it, he merely nodded and said, “Suit yourselves, but don’t get in our way.”

      With that unfortunate exception, the Authority did a good job communicating what the compound was and why it was needed for them to survive outside. Guthrie and the Council took it after Maggie, followed by the rest of the Authority as additional proof it was safe. Medics set up four stations according to last name, and once they fell into a rhythm, each station could treat two to three people per minute. Treating everyone — less the thousand or so holdouts — took just under a week.

      As the treatments drew to a close, a forward recon team was assembled to find the mysterious hidden exit the Phage described, ensure the way out was clear, and to verify their Macros wouldn’t be triggered. If everything lined up, they could begin the evacuation immediately, the priority determined by a straight lottery.

      Maggie made it very clear to Guthrie she would be on that mission. He balked at first but couldn’t deny she’d earned the opportunity. Guthrie, Ingliss, Carpenter, a Medic named Robin, and two of Ingliss’ security officers, Rob and John, filled their packs with a couple days’ worth of food and water, tools, and UV blankets. Ingliss took a neurogun. A backup team was designated just in case the first didn’t return.

      Before they set out, Maggie used the tablet to contact Aaron.

      Recon team is ready.

      MOVE FAST I HAVE A BAD FEELING

      Guess this is goodbye.

      Goodbye for now you mean

      She smiled, her face flushed.

      Yes, goodbye for now.

      I look forward to meeting you, Maggie McGann

      Me, too. Wish us luck.

      GOOD LUCK

      She powered off the tablet, hugged Max and Elisa, and followed the recon team through Guthrie’s private quarters. He opened a hidden panel in the wall to reveal a spiral staircase leading down.

      “This is a private escape route,” Guthrie explained. “In case the ECC was compromised. One branch leads to my office at the Authority, the other to the transport corridor.”

      He descended the stairs to a narrow, concrete hallway, activating automatic lights. When they reached another door to the right, Maggie and the others followed him up a second set of stairs to the transport corridor, which ran under the Agora and connected the Stores to the FPC. Maggie had only seen it a couple times.

      High-speed gondolas suspended from the ceiling moved personnel and food back and forth. Presently, they sat empty. The team had nearly loaded into one when a faint series of pops came from overhead. An almost mechanical sound, like a distant impact wrench.

      “What the hell was that?” asked Guthrie.

      The answer came in the form of a rumble overhead. The air vibrated around them.

      Maggie’s eyes peeled back in horror. “It’s coming down!”

      There was nowhere to go. Either the concrete roof of the corridor would hold, or it wouldn’t. They scrambled out of the gondola and pressed themselves to the wall, clamping their hands over their ears.

      The rumble built to a fearsome crescendo, shaking the very walls as massive chunks of the superstructure fell like bombs from three hundred meters onto the Agora. Each thundering impact landed like the hammer of god, fierce and violent shockwaves that rattled Maggie’s bones.

      She pulled her knees tight to her chest, folded her arms over the top of her head, and screamed. Cracks shot across the century-old ceiling and bits of concrete rained down, filling her mouth and nose with fine grit.

      A moment later, the Towers crashed down in a metallic symphony of violence.

      Ten seconds later, the crashing tapered and stopped.

      Maggie peeked between her fingers. Concrete dust hung heavy in the air. Reflexively, she pulled the top of her shirt up over her mouth and nose. The others were lined up along the wall beside her, alive but dazed. Guthrie got on his hands and knees and coughed, spittle dripping from his chin.

      Ingliss turned to her, his red, glassy eyes peering out from behind a kabuki mask of white dust. “You okay?”

      “I think so.”

      He asked the same question of his security officers and the Medic, who did their best to clear their eyes. Carpenter’s head trickled blood from where he’d been struck by a chunk of concrete, but he seemed okay.

      Ingliss rose and held his hand out for Maggie. After hoisting her to her feet, he did the same for the others, ending with Guthrie.

      Maggie’s first thought was that immovable debris had sealed both the transport corridor and the main entrance to the FPC. If they couldn’t get to the FPC, their only way out was over the thirty-meter-high outer support wall.

      She stumbled through the stagnant dust toward the FPC.

      The gondola track had detached from the ceiling. The one they were about to take now rested on the floor, useless.

      The Apex array now lay somewhere in a heap overhead, and the live-preserving signal it produced was gone. Whoever was still waiting in line for the treatment had dropped dead where they stood. Somewhere in the neighborhood of seven or eight thousand souls. The holdouts, also, were dead.

      But if Maggie and the recon team were still alive, so were the remaining ninety percent of their people.

      Grief and guilt could wait. Right now, they needed to know if they could still get out of the Dome.

      She pressed on through the corridor.

      “Carpenter …” said Guthrie from behind her, his voice hoarse. “Go back to the Stores and run damage control. Try to keep everyone calm. And take Robin with you. If we’re not back in two hours, send the second team.”

      “Understood,” said Carpenter. “Good luck. Come on, Robin.”

      She heard the door to the escape route open and close, then shuffling footsteps closing the gap behind her.

      “Maggie, hold up,” said Ingliss as he caught up, his officers close at his heels.

      “We need to know whether the way is blocked,” she muttered, pushing aside the question of whether the Stores were intact. Whether her family and friends were okay.

      Chunks of concrete, half a meter across in places, had fallen from the ceiling, exposing a lattice of rebar and long runs of electrical conduit. It had buckled in places but stopped short of collapsing. Maggie kept expecting to encounter an impasse, perhaps a colossal graphene panel bisecting the corridor like a guillotine blade, but it never came. Fifteen minutes later, they arrived at the doors to the FPC’s distribution center and pushed through, finding the air much clearer. Then it was on to the FPC itself.

      Already, the plants that had been in the Tower hoppers or on the conveyors when everything shut down were rotted, the pungent smell of decay assailing their nostrils. They made the long walk to Bay 5 in silence, grateful to find the towering multimeal processor still intact.

      Everyone had read through Aaron’s instructions, so Carpenter dutifully removed the bolts that fixed the hidden panel to the side, revealing the hidden door. He felt around for the switch and activated it, and it retracted into the floor.

      Everything was exactly as the Phage described. As they crossed the threshold into the Agar facility below, Guthrie gave Maggie a look that she took as another silent apology. If he’d believed her sooner, all this might have been avoided, but of course, it was her fault for involving the Authority in the first place. At any rate, the time for blame had passed.

      They descended the steps grim-faced, pausing here and there to marvel and remark upon the secret that had been under their feet since the days of the Originals. Knowing the whole truth and coming to terms with it turned out to be very different things, because even when it was right in front of them, very little of it made sense.

      Maggie peered back up through the tangle of pipes when they reached the bottom, thinking how the multimeal processor was almost literally the tip of an iceberg. She got out her headlamp with everyone else and fixed it in place, then waited as Ingliss cranked open the latch on the burly door and swung it open.

      A deep, cloying mustiness met her nostrils. It was almost how she imagined a cave might smell. And it was cool, much cooler than the outside air. Satisfied it was breathable, they ventured deeper into the filling room.

      The giant black train Aaron described sat empty, waiting to be filled with something that would never come again. They passed their lights over it, marveling as much as its very existence as its imposing size, then continued into the tunnel.

      About twenty minutes into their walk, they reached the switch that would open the door to the outside. Unlike most Council members, Carpenter had actually worked as a Technician before IDA selected him as a Director, so it only took him a minute to remove the box on the pressure switch assembly and flip the circuit.

      Ahead, motors activated to open the double doors inward, revealing the dark orange light of early evening. They paused for a moment, half expecting heavily armed troops to burst through, but they didn’t.

      By the time they passed through the arched entrance, the thrum of crickets and birds had built to a startling volume. Bristly shrubs poked through powdery dirt and gravel. The leaves of nearby trees rattled in a light breeze that swaddled their faces in tingling coolness. Gentle as a breath, it blew Maggie’s long brown hair across her face.

      And the smells, dear god, the smells! An unnamable desert spice, and dust, and water. These and a hundred more she couldn’t name wafted past. Corny as it was, her senses were awoken from a long sleep. The crackle of stones underfoot. The bristly bushes against their hands.

      The unfathomable size of it all defied reason. Clouds, farther away than they could imagine something being. Land, wild and varied, yawning into dusky infinity. Trees stretching halfway to the sky.

      But the unbearable delight of these sensations quickly gave way to sorrow.

      Maggie thought of the generations past who labored under the Dome, their entire lives shaped by a colossal lie, who would never experience this. She thought of the perfectly healthy and vital Elders euthanized in the Box. The many accidents as the Dome began to fail, some of which claimed lives.

      The Originals believed in the Dome Project. They were teachers and progressives and musicians. Scientists and doctors, coders and armchair philosophers who wanted to prove once and for all, without any interference from the outside world, that their version of society would work.

      That Cytocorp was willing to foot the bill for this bold social experiment should have raised more flags.

      But the Originals got their Dome cities, and for many years, they were happy. Plenty in Five still were. Now they knew they’d been deceived. The Company amassed a dragon’s hoard of data while getting all the Agar it needed for free.

      Whatever Cytocorp was now, it had gotten there on their backs.

      She’d learned a great deal from Aaron and hoped to learn more, but she couldn’t share the whole story. Not yet. They had all the reality they could handle right now.

      The group made a widening arc toward the setting sun, where an abrupt void beyond the trees suggested a deep valley. They’d nearly reached a line of trees when they heard voices.

      Ingliss, who was in the lead, froze and pumped his hand to stop them. He held a finger to his lips and removed his pistol.

      The voices came from the other side of a nearby outcropping. Ingliss motioned for Maggie and Guthrie to stay back as he and his officers stole up to the edge. Naturally, she ignored that and came up right behind them.

      A flat-black aircraft with an upswept tail had parked in the dirt near a large tree. Three people — a tall, muscular young man, a young woman with purple hair, and a teenage boy had one of the doors open, riffling through open compartments with their backs to them.

      “All right,” said the young man. “We’ve got blankets. We’ve got Cytoset, Cytoseal, whatever the hell this stuff is …”

      The teenager suddenly whirled and caught them staring behind the outcropping, his jaw falling open.

      The young man continued, oblivious to their presence. “Painkillers. Water. We’ve got–” The teenager slapped him hard on the arm. “Ow! What the–” He followed his eyes to where Ingliss stood, the neurogun leveled at him. “Holy shit.”

      The purple-haired girl spun around, pointing a very large gun their direction.

      The young man’s eyes peeled wide. “It’s them.”

      “What do you mean, it’s them?” asked the girl.

      “Look at their clothes. And the gun.”

      Maggie looked sheepishly down at her beige-gray uniform. All the others wore Authority blue.

      “Are you guys … from Dome Five?”

      “Who’re you?” said Ingliss, his hands shaking.

      “My name’s Owen,” he said, beaming. “We’re with the Phage. And we are very, very glad to see you.”
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      The little boy at the edge of the river couldn’t have been more than four or five. Owen could hardly even see himself as having been the same age. But where he had found himself orphaned, this kid had two loving parents seated around a little fire, enjoying his fascination with the clear, roiling water.

      He knelt down beside the boy. “Hey there, little man.”

      “Hi,” said the boy, his voice rightly tinged with suspicion. Loose, wild curls tumbled  over big brown eyes that took in everything at once. His bare feet were half-buried in the sand half a meter from the water.

      “What’s your name?”

      “Kimani.”

      “Hi, Kimani, my name’s Owen.”

      “Are you from Dome Five?”

      “No, I’m from Dome Six. It’s wayyy that way.” He gestured southwest. “Almost to the ocean.” Kimani gave him a doubtful look before returning his gaze to the gurgling water. “It’s a lot of water, isn’t it?”

      The boy nodded. “I only got a liter a day inside the Dome.”

      “Is that right?” he asked in mock surprise. “That doesn’t sound like very much.”

      “My mom and dad each got two liters.” He held up his fingers in a V.

      Owen smiled. “Well, now you can have as much as you want. Wanna see something cool?”

      Kimani nodded. Owen plunged his hand into the cold, clear water and removed a large, flat stone, which he flipped over. A handful of gravelly tubes clung to the bottom while small aquatic bugs wiggled frantically across the slick surface. The kid’s eyes grew wide.

      “Whoa, what are those?” Kimani asked.

      “Aquatic insects,” Owen explained. “These tubes are like little houses for ones called caddis flies. They live in here until they’re ready, then they float to the surface and fly away.”

      The boy frowned. “They live in the water?”

      “Sure. Tons of little creatures live in the water. That’s what fish eat.”

      He gasped. “There are fish in here?”

      Owen laughed. “Lots of them. You’ll see some if you watch carefully. Have you stuck your feet in yet?”

      Kimani gave his head a timid shake, his fingers curled nervously around his mouth.

      “Well, we’d better change that right now.” The boy looked to his parents nearby, who nodded it was okay. Owen motioned for them to come over, too. “You’re not gonna let Kimani have all the fun, are you?”

      The young parents sheepishly rose from where they’d spread their UV blankets in the sand and padded over. Their shoes were already off, so Owen removed his and introduced himself. Their names were Kyra and Hamzi.

      “All right, Kimani, we’re all going to do it with you.” He extended his hand to Kimani, who took it with his mother’s approval.

      “Is it cold?” Kimani asked.

      “Kinda, but in an awesome way. I promise.” He took a couple small steps forward until his feet were submerged, wiggling his toes. “See?” Kimani remained rooted to the spot with his brow furrowed. “It’s okay. I won’t let anything happen to you.”

      A few centimeters at a time, Kimani shuffled his toes into the water and gasped,  jerking his feet back out. “It’s cold!”

      “Give it a few seconds,” Owen assured him, cocking an eyebrow at his parents.

      Broad smiles played across their faces as the shocking cold of the Columbia sparked a fit of laughter.

      “It’s really cold!” said Hamzi, his eyes wide.

      The last time Owen stood in the Columbia, he’d watched his mother drift away and sink below the surface. He couldn’t marvel at it then like he did now. So much water.

      “Owen!”

      He whirled toward the sound of Novi’s voice, instantly realizing he’d lingered too long.

      “Sorry,” he said, slipping his shoes back on before trotting away. “Duty calls. Don’t go in past your knees, the current gets pretty strong.”

      They nodded and waved as he bounded over the rocks and sand to where Novi waited, arms crossed. It was still weird to see her in regular clothes.

      “I have a surprise for you,” she said, taking off up the zigzagging trail.

      “What surprise?”

      “You’ll see.”

      As usual, it was a challenge to keep up. “Are they here?”

      She gave an exaggerated shrug. “I don’t know …”

      Novi crested the ridge with him close at her heels, and before them unfolded the camp. Clusters of people, spread far across the rocky plain surrounding Dome Five, radiated nervous anticipation. For many, hard times lay ahead, but none of them were thinking about that right now. Every rock and leaf was as new to them as the river was to Kimani.

      The bonfires that had blazed through another night now released wispy columns of blue smoke into the mid-morning sky. People carried armfuls of firewood or gathered to learn survival skills from the Phage. Children ran, and played, and ran some more, overcome at the boundlessness of a new world.

      The energy of the scene moved Owen to tears nearly every time he saw it, and it was all due to Dillard’s singular dedication to this moment.

      Coordinating the safe evacuation of ninety-some thousand deeply traumatized survivors was precisely the kind of problem he delighted in solving. From water and food to shelter and even the time of year, every logistical factor got its due. There were problems but very few surprises.

      Two rigs had parked at the edge of camp with their doors open. On seeing them, Novi quickened her pace as Owen did his best to keep up. Elle was there, as were Byron and Sabra. Bruce and Fran were giving instructions to a handful of other Phage who had accompanied them.

      Elle quartered toward them, revealing Aaron, who Owen hadn’t seen in weeks. His substantial beard and newly skinny frame made him look every bit the hermit he was. He came bounding over and collided with him and Novi in a hearty embrace.

      “Dude, you look terrible!” said Owen.

      “I do! I really do!”

      They laughed together as they came up to the rigs, hugging and crying like fools. It felt like a dream.

      “Boy, am I glad to see you,” said Elle, pulling Owen close. She looked past him onto the plain surrounding the Dome and shook her head. “Quite the operation you’ve got here.”

      “They’re learning fast,” he said. “This is what Six should’ve been.”

      Her eyes darkened and drifted to the ground. “Yeah. It is.”

      Owen’s head swiveled about the rigs, his eyebrows raised. There was one more person he was desperate to see.

      “Where’s Spencer?”

      Elle’s shoulders sagged and her face fell. “Spencer … he, um … he didn’t make it.”

      A dagger shot through his chest. Spencer Thurmond could fix anything. Solve any problem. Make the impossible possible. Of course, he made it.

      Owen blinked, shaking his head. “What?”

      She heaved a sigh. “An hour before the broadcast window, there was a problem with the transmitter. The batteries hadn’t gotten enough of a charge from the solar panels, so Spencer said he had to stay with it until the end. I left him my old UV blanket and got out of there just before the top of the mountain went up.”

      Elle didn’t need to explain further. The searing heat had turned the concrete building into an oven. Her blanket would only have forestalled the inevitable.

      Grief swallowed Owen whole. After all they’d been through together, losing Spencer hurt more than he could’ve imagined. He buried his head in Elle’s shoulder and heaved sobs. A moment later, Novi joined them, and this time it was his news to deliver. Novi still couldn’t cry, but he knew when she wanted to. He could read it in her eyes.

      “O, I’m so sorry …”

      He would deal with Spencer’s death in the days and weeks to come. Until then, he needed to be strong. There was too much work to do.

      Elle squeezed his shoulder. “Come on. Walk with me a bit.”

      Novi kissed his cheek. “I’ll leave you to it.”

      Owen and Elle shuffled out past a scrubby row of trees to where they could see most of the camp.

      “I don’t know what to say,” he muttered.

      “I know. Me, neither.”

      “How’s Dad doing?”

      “Stronger every day. He wanted to come, but …”

      “Too soon, I know. I would’ve been pissed if he had.”

      Her eyes turned glassy as she peered out over the camp. “Look at this. Even now I can’t believe it.” They descended the ridge, each footstep raising little clouds of reddish-brown dust, and wound through the camp together. “How’s it going?”

      “There’s plenty of water, but food’s a challenge. We’re taking it one day at a time. Byron’s got a couple test gardens planted to see if they can work this soil.”

      “After what happened with Spencer,” Elle began, “It made me think a lot about Tosh and Dek.”

      “I think about them every day.”

      When they originally stumbled out of Dome Six that moonlit night, it was just supposed to be a scouting mission, not unlike the group led by Maggie McGann and Administrator Guthrie. They got to lead their people safely outside, but Six wasn’t so lucky. Watching Five come down sent a dagger into his heart. When he learned nearly most of them were still alive and safe inside the Stores, he broke down.

      “Your mom would be so proud of you. Dek, too.”

      He forced a smile. “I suppose they would.”

      “Still no sign of the Company?”

      He shook his head. Fear of retaliation by Cytocorp had always been a concern, but given the Regency’s deference to CAINN, it didn’t seem likely. The same cold logic that justified eliminating everyone in Dome Six didn’t apply now, especially now that the leaders of the most powerful nations on Earth knew everything.

      As far as Elle knew, the internationals went to Pacifica and, presumably, home. But between a city-wide uprising, President Marchand’s death, and a looming Agar shortage in the Cities, further harm to international relations probably wasn’t an option.

      As for the Globalists, time would tell. The Reach went down with the Spire, but the damage to Cytocorp’s whole narrative was already done. Civil unrest would continue until they got their act together, which might not be for some time.

      Using the Scorpion’s radio, Gabe had confirmed the remaining six Domes were safely evacuated. Only Five got demolished, so the others could still use their Dome for food and shelter if needed.

      “So, are you ready for what comes next?” Owen asked.

      “What do you mean?”

      “The population of the Seam’s about to go up by three quarters of a million people. We’re gonna need a leader.”

      She gave a nervous chuckle. “Let’s not get ahead of ourselves.”

      He shrugged. “There’s a lot of rebuilding to do. Someone’s got to speak for us.”

      “We’ll see. Like you said, one day at a time.”

      “Sure,” he said with a smile. “One day at a time.”
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      The rigs rumbled north at a crawl with half the population of Dillard, the community formerly known as Campus, following in a strange-looking caravan. Some rode in or on the rigs, or in trailers they pulled. A few had horses or bicycles. Most simply walked.

      Dillard, like all the new communities, was a mix of Phage, Dome refugees and Seam-dwellers. Some came all the way from the eastern Domes and others from Five.

      “How much further is it?” asked Ayaan, rubbing her tired eyes as she leaned against Kwame.

      Their old trailer was the first in a train of three behind a rig driven by Bruce and Fran.

      “We are almost there,” Kwame said, winking at Owen.

      “That’s what you said last time.” It was her turn to share a look with Owen. He laughed out loud at the smart, sassy girl sitting across from him.

      “Yes, and just think how much ground we have covered since then.”

      Novi laughed and let her head fall into Owen’s shoulder. He stroked her hair and kissed the top of her head.

      His father leaned against the side of the trailer with a blanket across his lap wearing his usual faraway look, like his mind was on a separate journey, peering back through time to comprehend all it had taken from him.

      “Dad, you doing okay?”

      “Yes,” he said, returning his attention to the present. “I’m okay.”

      His dad was much better, but far from okay. As hard as it was to accept, he probably never would be. Not after what Cytocorp did to him. Significant gaps remained in his memory, too traumatic or damaged to recall. But he had his strength and his wits about him, and for that, Owen was thankful.

      Novi took a generous sip of Agar and tucked the bottle back into her pack. Now that Elle made regular trips to Pacifica, she got all she needed, but tended to conserve it just the same.

      Owen’s thoughts kept drifting back to the early days at the Dome Five encampment. No one could know how Dillard’s resettlement dream would shake out, but they trusted in it. For some, learning about the world inspired them to explore it on their own. To others, the Seam was as scary as the Burn.

      Three years later, about ten thousand still remained, working the poor soil and living in the ruins of the Dome. But as Dillard envisioned, the rest left to form new settlements or join the established Phage communities. Coleman’s colony by the river now numbered nearly five thousand.

      The influx of refugees into Dillard was a mixed blessing. More people required better systems and more opinions to weigh, but fellowship and cooperation had taken on new significance for all of them — especially the refugees, who not long ago believed they might be alone in the world.

      Nearly two and a half years had passed since Owen and the remaining survivors of Dome Six trekked north to oversee the proper burial of their dead, including Hideki. The Canadian government offered heavy equipment to assist with the grim chore, and as much as he wished the work could be done with hands and shovels, it simply wasn’t an option. So, they each turned a shovelful of dirt into the cement trench and said a few words, then left the earth movers to do the rest.

      He couldn’t watch any of that. The last he saw of it was an open pit full of decaying bodies. The only reason he came for the ceremony was to replace that memory with something better. That, and Novi made him.

      Even on the old roadbeds, it took the better part of a day to reach Dome Six. A couple thousand former Globalists had trekked from Pacifica and were already waiting with bonfires and music and food. Elle envisioned the event as a solemn celebration, which was a lovely idea, but merriment and dancing struck the wrong note with Owen, so he turned in early and left Novi to eat and drink his share.

      The next morning, they woke to find the camp ensconced by a mix of fog and drizzle. People made tea and ate nutrition bars brought from the city. By and by, lazily burning fires were extinguished and the pilgrims made the long walk to the west side of the Dome.

      As the curved edge of the wall bent northward, the burial site came into view. The former open pit had been transformed into a long, low mound exploding with grasses and wildflowers of all colors, fescue and rhododendrons and daisies. A simple wooden fence encircled it.

      Novi took Owen’s hand and squeezed. He nodded back, blinking away a tear.

      Byron and his guys had come up a few months prior to retrieve and repair the memorial stones from the Nucleus inside Dome Six. They carried them out in wheelbarrows and arranged them on the mound beside new ones that bore the names of all the dead.

      A man from Five who now lived in Dillard knew how to run the carving machine, so he sat alone for weeks and etched the names of every last individual into the granite.

      As though on cue, the sun broke through the clouds just as Elle ascended the little wooden platform in front of the stones. The crowd fell silent.

      “Good morning,” she said.

      “Good morning,” came the response.

      “Thank you all for being here today on this solemn occasion. I know you’ve all traveled a great distance.

      “You stand on hallowed ground. Three years ago today, 98,833 people died here, having just learned that their entire existence was a lie.

      “I grew up in Dome Six. As a little girl, I was inspired by the story of the Dome Project. Volunteering to live under glass as the Originals did struck me as selfless and noble, and I wanted to be part of that legacy.”

      Owen watched Elle intently as she delivered her speech, realizing to his embarrassment how little he knew about her formative years. It might explain a lot about who she was and who she became.

      “Starting at a very young age, I did everything I could to prove to IDA, our AI, that I deserved to carry the torch. I studied. I talked to Legacies. While watching the Fourth Epoch from the Agora, I decided I’d watch the Fifth from the Administrator’s podium. And, twenty years later, I did.”

      He remembered the Fifth Epoch in lavish detail, particularly Elle’s hopeful speech, which she never got to finish on account of the shield failure. It seemed like twenty years had passed since then.

      “See, I believed, as many did, that the Fifth Epoch would change everything. But the thing about change is that it doesn’t just happen. A pile of sticks doesn’t suddenly burst into flames. It needs a spark.

      “While I dutifully maintained the status quo, a handful of people questioned it. While I merely trusted in my beliefs, they put theirs to the ultimate test. Change didn’t simply come to Dome Six. It was dragged, kicking and screaming, by people who didn’t want a life on rails.”

      Owen had to grin, because Elle borrowed that from him. Only it wasn’t his motivation at the time. He just wanted to help his uncle Hideki solve the mystery of the red Macros. The rest just kind of happened. But the way she told it made for a better story.

      Novi squeezed his hand and smiled lovingly at him.

      “In my case, that little spark turned into an inferno that destroyed everything and everyone I held dear. And believe me, in that moment, it was hard to see it as change.”

      The memory of Six collapsing was seared into his brain. Even now, it filled him with rage and sadness. Elle had to stop a moment and collect herself.

      “But here’s what I’ve come to learn about change,” she said, her voice quavering. “For a new way to begin, an old way must end. We can’t know when, or how, or how quickly, but that’s the risk we must accept.

      “I wish every one of the people entombed here could see what we’ve accomplished together. More than anything, I wish they could see how we’ve begun to rebuild the Seam, and how their story inspired countless millions in the Northern Cities to rise up against tyranny.

      “Of course, I can’t do that. None of us can. But what we can do is learn, and honor them, and keep them in our hearts. Their story may have ended here, but ours is still being written. Let us face the unknown together, and may each of us find the courage to be the spark.”

      Everyone exploded in applause. A tear that had formed at the corner of his eye slid down his cheek. Novi brushed it off, looking expectantly at him.

      “She did a good job,” he said, nodding.

      He and Elle’s relationship had been strained of late, mainly because of her role in the Northern Cities-Seam Alliance. The establishment of the Seam Provincial Government felt rushed, a formal relationship with the Cities, premature. As far as he was concerned, everyone in Pacifica was still part of Cytocorp, and anyone from Cytocorp deserved scrutiny, if not outright distrust.

      But politics was Elle’s specialty, not his. She’d never be his favorite person, but she’d certainly earned his trust.

      Novi followed him over to the memorial stones and waited with her hands folded respectfully in front of her as he leaned the little wreath they’d brought against the base of the granite slabs. Tosh and Hideki’s names were listed alphabetically with all the others from Six.

      “I wish I’d known them,” Novi said.

      “I know. Me, too.”

      “They’d be proud of you.”

      He took a deep, cleansing breath and gazed over the rolling hills in case it was clear enough to see where they met the ocean. Boy, did he love it by the water. Eventually, maybe he and Novi would start over out there, but for now, Dillard needed them.

      Aaron and Maggie wound through the crowd to find them, both green in the gills after some late-night carousing. Once Maggie came to terms with the fact they would never be more than friends, they’d been inseparable.

      “You’re the spark,” Aaron teased, poking fun at Elle’s admittedly corny analogy. Maggie frowned and jabbed him in the ribs.

      “No, you’re the spark,” joked Owen, looking him up and down. “Or are you the ashes?”

      “Oh, he’s an ash, all right,” jeered Maggie. “The world’s biggest ash.”

      “Novi, come look!” said Ayaan, tugging at her sleeve. “It’s an eagle!”

      Novi gave him an apologetic look and shrugged. “Sorry. Gotta go see my ten thousandth eagle.”

      “Have fun,” he said with a laugh.

      He didn’t have the patience for kids. Ayaan loved him and he her, but not like she loved Novi. And that was just fine.

      Looking past Aaron, he saw his dad crouched in front of the memorial stones, scanning the names.

      “I’ll catch you later,” he said to Aaron and Maggie, then walked over and put a hand on his shoulder.

      “What’re you looking at, Dad?”

      He pointed to a name carved into the white stone.

      WELSH, PENNY G

      Owen nodded. “Yeah, that’s her.”

      The bags under his eyes gave the impression of impending tears, but to this day, Owen had never seen him cry.

      Until now.

      “She was so excited to meet you. We used to wonder what kind of person you’d turn out to be. Which one of us you’d take after.”

      “And? Who was right?”

      The thin smile he’d managed dropped away. “She was, of course. You’re just like her, thank the stars.”

      Heartened by this unusually specific memory, he decided to press a bit further. “What else do you remember about this place?”

      His eyes somehow darkened even further. “Mostly, I remember you being born, and I remember her dying. But that’s only one memory. The best and worst moment of my life happened at the same time.”

      “I hadn’t thought of it that way.”

      He fell into step with his father as he sauntered toward the verdant burial mound. “It broke me, Owen. Broke me in ways I still don’t understand. I was so dead inside, I didn’t even want to live for you. I think that’s why they chose me.”

      Owen squared up to him. “Dad, listen to me. It doesn’t matter why they chose you. What matters is that you’re alive, and we’re a family again. We’re gonna take care of each other because that’s what family does. That’s it.”

      For the first time in a long time, they hugged. Novi came trudging back, smiling at the sight of them.

      “How was the eagle?” Owen asked.

      She rolled her eyes. “Very different from all the other ones.”

      “Dad and I were just reminiscing about Penny.”

      The crowd had already dispersed back toward camp. Some would stay another night, but the caravan from Dillard, at least, would try to make it back by sundown.

      “You coming?” Owen asked his dad.

      “You go on ahead. I’ll catch up.”

      Novi took his hand as they strolled back together to camp, where the celebration was already in full swing. The music had begun and the drinks were starting to flow, all in clear view of the ruined tunnel and the spot where Hideki died.

      The low clouds continued to glide past for a while, sharp-edged shadows chasing across the ground where the sun poked through. Some spat rain, some didn’t.

      When he reached the edge of the field, Owen spotted Bruce and Fran standing off to the side with the others from the original Campus group, who had gathered around a small table. Byron and Dee. Kwame, Sabra, and Ayaan. Aaron and Maggie, too.

      He and Novi joined them, then waited while Byron poured them cups of his famous applejack. Elle joined them just as he finished pouring, but even after everyone had their cup, he poured four more and arranged them beside each other on the edge of the table.

      Byron cleared his throat and raised his cup.

      “To Tosh, Hideki, Dillard, and Spencer.”

      Owen murmured a prayer to their memory and raised the cup to his lips. The drink was sweet and tangy, and burned a little going down. It filled him with warmth. As though on cue, the clouds abruptly parted, bathing the festivities in brilliant light. He closed his eyes and turned his face toward it, savoring its delicious warmth on his skin.

      Standing there with his family in the glow of the unfiltered sun, he made a silent promise to make the most of the time he had and not look back. Today was always today, but tomorrow wouldn’t always come. It hadn’t come for Dome Six, and someday, it wouldn’t come for him. Until then, he would meet it with an open heart and an open mind, because come good or ill, it was still so tantalizing to wonder what it might bring.

      

      
        
        THE END

      

      

      Thank you for reading book 3 of The Cytocorp Saga. If you made it through the whole trilogy, then you invested some serious time, and I am deeply honored that you did.

      Before you go, I need your help. Right now, I’m a nobody, but you can help change that.

      Here are some great ideas I just pulled out of thin air:

      
        	LEAVE A REVIEW ON AMAZON, especially if you dug it. Goodreads reviews are great, too, but start with Amazon.

        	Sign up for my email list (if you haven’t already).  As a thank-you, you’ll get a digital copy of my novella, The Technician, a prequel to The Cytocorp Saga. I’ll only email once or twice per month and won’t ever share your info with anyone. Also, I won’t come to your home or office and ask if you saw my email. I know that pain.

        	Share your read with friends on social media along with the link for the free book: signup.cpjames.com.

        	Email me at cp@cpjames.com with your comments, questions, expressions of concern for my mental welfare, favorite jokes, or unabashed adoration.

        	Follow me on Facebook (facebook.com/authorcpjames) or Twitter (twitter.com/authorcpjames).

        	Peer into my soul at cpjames.com/words
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